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I use only one set method in my little gags, and that is to try to keep to the truth. Of course you can exaggerate it, but what you say must be based on truth. Personally I don’t like the jokes that get the biggest laughs, as they are generally as broad as a house and require no thought at all. I like one where, if you are with a friend, and hear it, it makes you think, and you nudge your friend and say, “He’s right about that.”

I would rather have you do that than to have you laugh—and then forget the next minute what it was you laughed at.

WILL ROGERS, 1879–1935




Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

Clement Vann Rogers, Will’s father, was a well-to-do rancher. He controlled about sixty thousand acres of grazing land along the fertile Verdigris River near the small town of Oologah in the Indian Territory. In 1907 this land was to become a part of the state of Oklahoma, with Clement Vann Rogers one of the leaders of the state constitutional convention.

Uncle Clem, as he was known, had fought in the War between the States as a cavalry officer under General Stand Watie, “but you couldn’t get much war news out of Papa. I sho didn’t inherit this continuous flow of blathering around from him.” Uncle Clem came back to the Verdigris valley to rebuild his prewar wealth. While he was away, fighting for the Confederacy, Northern marauders had destroyed his old home and driven off his cattle. Starting anew, he laboriously increased his holdings and influence. For his growing family he constructed a fine two-story part-log, part-frame building. The “White House on the Verdigris,” as the Rogers family home was known in neighboring states, offered many a traveler between Texas, Kansas, or Nebraska good food and friendly hospitality.

On Tuesday, November 4, 1879, William Penn Adair Rogers was born. Just before her delivery, Mary America Rogers asked that she be taken to the log part of the house. There she gave birth to her last surviving child. As Will would tell it afterward, “My mother had just read the life of Lincoln; so I got the log house end of it o.k. All I need now is his other qualifications.” His ancestry was Cherokee, on both parents’ sides; also Irish, Scottish, and either German or Dutch. When the boy, usually called Willie, was ten years old, his mother died. She had showered Willie, her only surviving son, with great affection and had hoped to see him grow up to be a preacher. Willie was inconsolable over her death. After a year Clem Rogers married again, and the boy was sent to live with his much older married sister Sallie McSpadden, in nearby Chelsea.

Will was never happier than when he had a horse to ride and a rope to spin. He learned to use a lariat from Dan Walker, a black man who worked for Clem Rogers. Wherever Will went, he usually had a rope in his hands, practicing and trying to learn new and more difficult tricks.

For the next few years Willie attended several of the best schools in the area, rarely staying very long at any of them. Finally, Clem Rogers sent his son to the Kemper Military School at Boonville, Missouri. “I have my hard-to-manage son in a military school,” he told a friend. Will stayed there less than two years—“One year in the guard house, the other in the fourth reader; one was about as bad as the other,” was the way he put it.

Will Rogers was probably the greatest practical joker Kemper had ever admitted. His pranks, ranging from roping the commandant to dousing fellow students in the middle of the night, pretending it was a fire drill, earned him admiration from the pupils and demerits from the staff. One night, late in 1898, Will ran away from Kemper and “quit the school business for life.” He left behind, so the story goes, 150 demerits; each one called for a full hour’s march along a prescribed beat. It was the only obligation Will Rogers never paid.

The next few years were a learning process, with Will the eager student, discovering life firsthand. He worked as a cowboy in Texas, then managed his own cattle in the Indian Territory, near Claremore, the town he was to call his home (“a town in physique, but a city at heart”). He sold the herd and struck out for the Argentine, having to go by way of England. Will had always wanted to see the gauchos. But having to travel this circuitous way he was able to take in other sights. He, like so many other tourists, stood outside Buckingham Palace and watched the changing of the guard. Will even caught a glimpse of King Edward VII, but doubted, as he wrote in a letter home, that “the king recognized me.”

His stay in the Argentine was cut short when he ran out of money. There are indications that he must have missed quite a number of meals. Finally he was able to get a job to “chaperon mules and she-cows” on a transport to Durban, Natal. Will was more seasick than the cattle he was tending.

After several jobs, ranging from driving the herd into the interior to breaking horses for the British army, Will Rogers’ future was shaped by a chance meeting. Looking for employment in Johannesburg, South Africa, Will met “Texas Jack,” the owner and principal star of a Wild West show. Will, who had developed an astonishing dexterity with the lasso, now could put it to good use. Billed as the “Cherokee Kid,” he learned the rudiments of show business and was “ruined for life as far as honest work was concerned.”

After traveling with the show for a number of months, he left and joined the Wirth Brothers’ Circus in Australia. The circus moved on to New Zealand and Will went along. When he decided to return to the United States he had just enough money left to book third-class passage. He arrived back home broke.

But Will Rogers had savored show business, and it kept beckoning him. The year 1904 found him at the St. Louis World’s Fair with Colonel Zack Mulhall’s Wild West show. The following year he appeared with the same group at New York’s Madison Square Garden, as part of the annual Horse Fair.

When the Colonel and his troupe returned to its base in the Indian Territory, Will Rogers stayed behind in New York. He was determined to break into vaudeville. His act was quite unusual. He employed a horse and rider and proceeded to demonstrate his superior artistry with the lariat, catching either horse or rider—or both—with a variety of loops. The act was “dumb.” Will never spoke, but simply demonstrated the various catches, one after another. Audiences liked what they saw, but Will’s effortless performance made them unaware of the skill involved. Finally, fellow performers suggested that Will introduce each “catch.” At first Will was reluctant to speak to the audience, especially when there was laughter at his shy, embarrassed Western twang. But eventually he learned to encourage that laughter and to demonstrate the difficulty of his performance by an occasional missed toss—mostly on purpose. He had “ad libs” prepared for such occasions. “Well, I got all my feet through but one!” he would say as he retrieved the rope. Or, “Swinging a rope is all right, provided your neck ain’t in it!”

Will was booked along the various vaudeville circuits, with their three or four performances a day, and he traveled across the country, forming friendships with other acts. He became known for his great ability with the lasso and also for his wit, though as yet he used it sparingly in his act. Little by little, he began to insert humorous comments about other acts on the bill. Then, between performances, during the long waits before it was time to go on stage again, Will would learn from some of the other acts. From a fine bicycle performer named Chester Johnstone he picked up the knack of riding a unicycle, a trick he occasionally included in his roping act. He learned to juggle and even to imitate voices.

On November 25, 1908, Will Rogers married Betty Blake in her hometown, Rogers, Arkansas. He had courted her for years, mostly by mail, ever since he first saw her in Oologah. Betty had come there to visit her sister, who had married the local railroad agent. Will and Betty’s honeymoon started in New York City and extended all along the vaudeville circuit. “When I roped her,” he would say of Betty, “that was the star performance of my life.”

In October 1911, Will, Jr., was born. Life changed, as Betty would no longer accompany her husband. Home was now New York City, while Will was on tour. Two years later Mary was born. Will Rogers was an established vaudevillian, well known, but he was not satisfied. Little seemed to change in his career, and the children were growing up while he was away from home. There were several brief Broadway appearances in short-lived musicals. Will Rogers received fine reviews in the newspapers, but he always had to return to vaudeville. Will had long ago given up the horse and rider for his roping tricks; he now used far more talk, and the rope had become incidental. People came to listen to the Westerner, with his humorous points of view, far more than to see him throw his lasso.

In 1915 another child, Jimmy, joined the family, and fate stepped in. Gene Buck, lyricist and author who also scouted for Theatrical producer Florenz Ziegfeld, had caught Will Rogers’ act in one of the revues and hired him for the Midnight Frolic.

The Midnight Frolic was, as its advertising proclaimed, the “Aerial Gardens Atop The New Amsterdam Theatre.” Nightly at the stroke of midnight, this luxurious cabaret became New York’s foremost nightclub. The main attraction was a typical Florenz Ziegfeld production, lavish and extravagant. Here affluent people would gather after an evening at the theater, or just for late-night food, drink, and entertainment. Many of the guests came several times a week, as one might frequent a favorite bar or restaurant.

When Florenz Ziegfeld first heard that Gene Buck had hired some cowboy to appear in his sophisticated showplace, he wanted no part of it. The fact that this cowboy was a humorist only added fuel to his objections. Ziegfeld was not partial to funny men. “Get rid of him,” he was to have said. Buck never acceded.

The show was completely different from and superior to the one seen earlier in the evening at the Ziegfeld Follies in the theater on the ground floor. The famed Ziegfeld girls were the prettiest to be found, the costumes the best Lucile (Lady Duff Gordon) could design and money could pay for; it was without a doubt the best show in New York City. Will Rogers, in his cowboy outfit, might have seemed out of place amid the gentlemen in evening wear and the glamorous ladies, both in the show and in the audience; but his plainness merely heightened the impact of his words.

One thing became immediately apparent to Will Rogers. The finely honed act he had developed along the vaudeville circuit could not be used night after night. Repeat guests would not laugh at the same jokes twice. He would need new material every night. It was Betty who first suggested that, since Will read every newspaper, he should use the day’s news as his basis for comments. “Fresh laid jokes,” Will would call them. And so, every evening before show time, he would scan the day’s newspapers and pick his newest material. Since the audience had read the same news, he did not need to explain the jokes but could simply deliver his comments. What he had to say made sense, and guests came again and again, just to hear what he had to say and laugh with Will Rogers at the follies of big men in and out of government. He was quoted, and newspapers began to pay attention to him.

Even “Flo” Ziegfeld saw the error of his preconception. Seeing how successful Will Rogers was in the Midnight Frolic, he now wanted him also to appear regularly in the Follies. Will agreed. The Follies of 1915, featuring W.C. Fields, Ed Wynn, Ina Clair, Ann Pennington, Bert Williams, Leon Errol, Mae Murray, and George White, lacked a certain cohesion. Ziegfeld hoped that adding this new super attraction from the Frolic would help the Follies. It did.

The very next year, in the Ziegfeld Follies of 1916, Will Rogers already had star billing, just below Fannie Bryce and ahead of W.C. Fields, Bert Williams, Ann Pennington, Ina Clair, and Marion Davies. It was a dramatic rise of a new star.

In 1918 Goldwyn Pictures Corp. signed Will to a one-motion-picture contract. The film was based on a book by Rex Beach, Laughing Bill Hyde. The Goldwyn studio was located in Fort Lee, New Jersey. During the day Will Rogers worked for Goldwyn, just across the Hudson River from Manhattan, and on matinees and evenings he appeared for Ziegfeld.

The film was very well received by critics and the public, and so on November 30, 1918, Will Rogers signed a one-year contract with Samuel Goldfish, who had not yet changed his name to Goldwyn. The contract called for Rogers to star in motion pictures in California for one year, starting on the sixteenth of June, 1919. Will’s salary was to be $2,250 per week, “during each week of the term thereof.” There was a renewal clause for an additional year, at a new salary of $3,000 per week.

The Rogers family moved and settled first in Hollywood, then in Beverly Hills. Will Rogers had become a movie star, albeit a silent one. His biggest asset, his voice, could not yet be put on film. Goldwyn did pick up the option.

Just before the year 1922 closed, Will began an additional, new career: he became a syndicated columnist. He would write these weekly articles, around 1,500 words, until his death in 1935.

When Will’s contract with Goldwyn ran out, he produced his own films and learned a costly lesson. There was far more to the film business than simply taking a good story and putting it—well lighted—on celluloid. There were problems with distribution, advertising, and negotiations. Before Will had produced three motion pictures, his assets were gone; only one film survives in its original form, The Ropin’ Fool. It is a masterpiece, documenting for all time Will Rogers’ artistry with the lariat.

Because Will needed money to pay his debts, he went to work for Hal Roach, acting in short comedies at $2,500 per week. Every available dollar went into retiring Will’s debts.

While the family stayed in California, Will went back to Broadway and the Ziegfeld Follies. Flo received him with open arms. To earn more money Will now accepted speaking engagements. In the next two years he addressed conventions of manufacturers and salesmen of every conceivable item that the American public could very well have done without. Will Rogers became New York’s favorite after-dinner speaker. All extra money was sent back to California; it was still not enough to retire the debt.

In 1925, Charles Wagner, successful impresario of concert tours, booked Will Rogers and a famous foursome of male singers, the De Reszke Quartet, on a cross-country tour. It was really a two-act vaudeville show, with the quartet singing some of the songs of the times and Will talking about anything and everything that had made the news. The advantage here was that most of the same act could be used over and over, as the tour played in a different city every night.

Eventually Will no longer carried the quartet, and the show became a lecture tour. Except for a few days at Christmas, Will was on the road from late fall until the end of spring. For four tours, Will traveled every day; he never complained.

In 1926, Will entered a new phase of his writing career. In addition to his weekly syndicated column, he now contracted to write a daily squib, usually no more than two hundred words. At first he filed the column daily, seven times a week; later that was reduced to six. It was this column that gave him the widest readership. In all, he filed over 2,800 such daily articles.

On a trip to Europe that year, Will took along a cameraman and director and filmed a dozen travelogues, starring in them. Later he added the humorous panels that served as narration in those silent days. Will also flew into Russia, a trip that resulted in a series of Saturday Evening Post articles; they were later published in a book called There’s Not a Bathing Suit in Russia & Other Bare Facts.

In the years after leaving Hal Roach, Will made several independently produced silent feature films. But it was not until 1929, when Will Rogers signed a contract with Fox Film Corporation, that he made his first sound film. Will was an instant hit. For the first time movie audiences were able to hear his voice, his humor, his guilelessness. Will Rogers was immediately accepted as a star. Fox Film Corporation had taken a great chance. On March 22, 1929, they had signed Will to a four-feature contract, the films to be completed by September 30, 1930, sixteen months later. Will’s salary for the four motion pictures was $600,000.

In October 1929, when the stock market crashed, many businesses either folded or were forced to cut back. The measure of Will Rogers’ financial value to Fox Film Corporation is best seen by the fact that on October 27, 1930, they signed him to a new contract. Now one year into the Depression, this new contract called for six additional films for a total salary of $1,025,000, or over $170,000 per film. By this time all debts remaining from Will’s own film venture had been repaid in full.

Also in 1930, Will Rogers took on yet another task. He signed a contract for a dozen radio broadcasts for E.R. Squibb & Sons. This, too, proved highly successful. It led later to further broadcasts sponsored by Gulf Oil Company. Between his newspaper articles and his radio addresses, Will reached 40 million Americans a week. This was at a time when the entire population of the United States—men, women, and children—numbered 120 million. It is not surprising that he was such an influential personality, eagerly sought by politicians, whether presidents or local sheriffs. With a single line in his daily squib, he could show the inanity in a bill pending in Congress or explode the myth behind a policy touted as “world-saving.” He kidded the great and the near-great, but he never hurt anyone. He threw velvet-tipped harpoons at sacred cows, yet never left a wound or scar. Untouched by political party affiliation, Will never showed partisanship. Thus he had more power to influence the thinking of America than any elected official, even the president of the United States. Such power in the hands of a lesser man, or an ambitious politician, could have created chaos, yet he never once abused it.

Will traveled extensively in this country and abroad. He felt he had to know firsthand what he was writing about. He often chided editorial writers who, from the confines of their “ivory towers,” could solve all the problems of the world. He felt that, having been to Italy, or Russia, or Nicaragua, or Cuba, he could perhaps see more clearly the real reasons behind their dissatisfaction.

To save time, Will would fly whenever, and wherever, he could. He was one of the first civilians, if not the first, to fly on a coast-to-coast flight. Will had special permission to fly on mail planes. He not only boosted civilian flying but also military air power. He was a staunch defender of General Billy Mitchell, whose criticisms of interservice rivalry led to his court-martial in 1926.

In motion pictures, from 1933 until his death, Will Rogers was the number one male box-office attraction, leading Clark Gable, Fred Astaire, Wallace Beery, and James Cagney.

In August 1935, having some free time, Will fulfilled a lifelong ambition. He visited Alaska. With pilot Wiley Post, who had circled the world twice, he flew to Juneau, visited Dawson, Aklavik in the Yukon, Fairbanks, and Anchorage. Then, on August fifteenth, it was off to Barrow.

Eleven miles short of their goal, lost in fog and overcast, Post set the plane down on a lagoon to get directions. After about ten minutes on the water the seaplane took off, climbing steeply; the engine stalled at a height of only 200 feet. The tiny plane fell nose first into the lagoon. Both men were killed.

When the report of Will Rogers’ death reached the outside world, a pall settled over the land. For decades afterward people would remember where they were and what they were doing at the moment they heard the news. It was a tragedy nobody believed, for no one wanted to believe it.

Will Rogers had not been some unapproachable, distant movie star; he was a familiar voice who called Sundays, on the radio, and who spoke to millions in darkened movie houses; he was a friend—no, more than that, he was a father image, the kindly uncle everyone wished to have. To an American in the midst of the worst depression of its history, he had been a calming voice that seemed to know the answers, that reassured, that brought sanity and laughter to a world gone broke.

It was left to the famous Irish tenor, John McCormack, to describe a country without Will Rogers: “A smile has disappeared from the lips of America and her eyes are suffused with tears.”


Chapter II

AMERICA

“Will Rogers was,” as the great journalist Damon Runyon wrote, “America’s most complete document.” Part Indian, part cowboy, born in the rugged Indian Territory, he was equally at ease roping calves on a roundup and performing in New York’s Carnegie Hall; he had little trouble sleeping “on the back of his neck” on a plane or spending a night in Lincoln’s bedroom in the White House in Washington, D.C., under President Calvin Coolidge and later under Franklin D. Roosevelt; he could talk away an afternoon with the cowboys in the bunkhouse at Muleshoe, Texas, or with the Prince of Wales at York House, London; he was the top male box-office attraction in American films, yet he would feel hurt if he was not asked to play a benefit—for free; he was wealthy, yet lived quietly and gave away more money than he kept; if help was needed anywhere, Will Rogers—so it was said—would beat the Red Cross to the disaster site. When a raging Mississippi River flooded, causing millions of dollars in damage, Will Rogers financed his own benefit tour, raising huge sums. Wherever he appeared, he would start the collection for the needy with his own hefty offering. Will Rogers was himself, and his inherent instincts dictated the right thing to do.

He loved his own country passionately, but not blindly. He could see and comment on every blemish, every smudge, but it did not affect his love. He could take America to task for her many imperfections, yet he would—as a father with an errant child—grasp her with both arms and draw her close. Will never wrapped himself in the flag, though he had dual citizenship in his nation. He was an American—as a quarter-blood Cherokee, more so than most of his countrymen. He had the self-assurance and inner strength of both his heritages, European and indigenous. He was fiercely proud of his Cherokee ancestry at a time when Indians in some Western states still were forced to step off the sidewalk to let the white man pass. He saw the heartless inequities minorities suffered, and he attacked them. He saw riches and poverty, privileges and deprivations, happiness and desolation, and he addressed them all. His writings reflect a mirror image of his times, the good and the bad. They are a history of the roaring twenties and the terrible thirties. It is an era seen through the eyes of a most astute, unbiased humorist, reported not in the hues of dejected analysis, but with compassion; for Will Rogers not only lived it but, as President Roosevelt was to say, “made it bearable.”

Despite his love for America—a few have even called him an isolationist—Will Rogers never subscribed to a movement—America First!—that was then gaining converts. He took his stand, deriding it in his own way:

Now, of course you all have read about Mayor Bill Thompson’s society, “America First,” that he is forming. He has asked all the mayors of the country to join, and as soon as he gets them in, he will go after some prominent people, and it looks like it might develop into quite a thing. Well, of course, getting my idea from him, I go ahead and form me one “America Only.”

There has been a terrible lot of various societies formed to try and instill Americanism into our lagging patriots. If you have never formed a society in your life and don’t know what to form one about, why, don’t let that worry you in the least. Just start to sponsor “Better Citizenship,” or “100 percent Americanism,” “America for Americans” or any of these original ideas. There has been quite an epidemic of these, especially since the war.

It seems that before the war come along we were really sorter lax in our duty toward declaring just what we were. The war come along and about all we could do was to muster up five or six million men of every breed and color that ever been invented. . . . They thought that as long as they paid their taxes, tended to their own business, went to their own churches, kept kinder within the law, that that was all they was supposed to do. You see, we was a backward nation and dident know it.

What we had to learn was to be better Americans. . . . So when the war come along and we found out that all everybody would do was to die, or suffer, or get rich (or whatever the circumstances called for) for his country, why we saw right away that something was needed to instill patriotism. So hence the forming of all these various societies. . . .

Now I have looked over all these clubs and none of them seem to have enough scope, so I want to get this society “America Only” going. “America First” is all right, but it allows somebody else to be second. . . .

I am getting a lot of applications already, real red-blooded go-gettum Americans that have seen this country trampled under foreign feet enough, and they are right out in the open. Why, I figure the patriotism in my organization when I get it formed will run around 165 or 170 percent American. It will make a sucker out of these little 100 percent organizations. It’s not too late to send your $20 yet. Remember when you belong to “America Only” you are the last word in organizations.*

Few men had such impact on their age as Will Rogers did.

Certainly none of them provided as detailed an account of what he found—and left.

AMERICA

You can diplomat America out of almost everything she has, but don’t try to bluff her.

Europe has got a thing that America always falls for, and that’s when they tell us they want our moral leadership!

It’s almost like telling an old man that he’s got sex appeal.

Your own country always looks like they are the only ones doing the wrong thing.

It will take America fifteen years of steady taking care of our own business and letting everybody else’s alone, to get us back to where everybody speaks to us again.

We’ll show the world we are prosperous, even if we have to go broke to do it.

If you want to really know one of the major things that’s wrong with us, read an article in the Saturday Evening Post. Then go out, and before you buy the baby a rattle, your sweetheart a toothbrush, your wife a pair of rubber boots, ask if they are “Made in America.”

We are getting to be a nation that can’t read anymore. If the thing hasn’t got a picture of it, why, we are sunk. That’s why the Bible is not read more than it is. If they could see a picture of David in his training quarters getting ready to slay Goliath with the jawbone of a Senator, why, people would stop to glance at it.

De Mille in a moving picture parted the Red Sea, and more people have seen it in the picture than ever heard of it outside of pictures. I have had more people ask me where De Mille got that idea, and they say it certainly was original.

To us progress is to work ourselves up to a six-cylinder Buick, have a dinner jacket, belong to six luncheon clubs and wear knee breeches on Sunday when we play golf.

Then we go out and tell the whole world how the standard of living has raised. And start telling the whole world: We are the ones with the right idea.

The greatest thing that the Petrified Forest has demonstrated to the world is that there is nothing that the American tourist won’t carry off. The whole wayside is strewn with cars that tried to get out with too much.

President Roosevelt just created the F.E.R.A. (Federal Emergency Relief Association) and the A.A.A. (Agricultural Adjustment Administration) and the P.W.A. (Public Works Administration), so the F.E.R.A. and the A.A.A. and the P.W.A. are to work in conjunction with the N.R.A. (National Recovery Administration) with the financial help of the R.F.C.* who will pay the C. O. D. s of the C.C.C. (Citizens Conservation Camps) and take in return money loaned out to all these initials’ I.O.U.s.

Never was a country in the throes of more capital letters than the old U.S.A. But we still haven’t sent out the S.O.S.

That’s the trouble with most of us, we gab too much. We write too much, we do everything too much. Everybody getting lots of education, but nobody don’t know much—but any country that is seriously debating paying a man as much to not work, as to work—why, we are unique, anyhow.

I think we are the most fortunate people in the world. Perhaps we are not the most humorous people in the world, but the provocation to humor is greater in this country than anywhere else.

There is not a minute goes by that there’s not some of us doing something seriously that brings smiles to everybody else.

Europe is disgusted with America because she won’t say exactly what the dollar is worth. We say our dollar is worth whatever they are worth to you. They may go to ten cents abroad, but they are still worth a dollar to us.

I imagine it has been said before, and I don’t claim this as an entirely new observation, but radio is a great thing. I believe it’s our greatest invention, far greater than the automobile, for it don’t kill anybody. It don’t cost us millions for roads.

When you are too lazy, or too old, to do anything else, we can still listen in.

All you got to do in America to enjoy life is to “Don’t let your next payment worry you!”

The nearest the street cars ever came to being on time was the day they turned the clock back one hour.

Cities are full of country folks and all the city folks are trying to get little places in the country.

No wonder American people are filling the roads, trains and air. There is so much to see. What we lack in reading we make up in looking.

There is an awful lot of these nudist colonies. Seems like even the law can’t get clothes on ’em. I’m just waiting for the first frost and see what happened. That will bust up an awful exhilarating pastime, I’ll tell you that.

Americans are the greatest people in the world who want to talk big and go to big things. They will go to the biggest hotel—regardless of service, the biggest theatre—regardless of performance, the biggest funeral—regardless of whether they knew the corpse.

Everything is a slogan and of all the bunk things in America, the slogan is the champ. You can’t form a club or manufacture a new article unless it has a catchy slogan. The merits of a thing have nothing to do with it.

The preacher says: “Let no man put asunder,” and two thirds of the married world is asunder in less than three months.

“It’s cheaper to buy than to rent!” And half the people of the United States are living off interest paid by people who will never get the last mortgage paid out.

American people get tired of anything awful quick. We just jump from one extreme to another. We are much more apt to make a whole change than we ever are a partial change.

If a giant is all the rage this year, next year it won’t be an ordinary-sized man. No, we will jump right from the giant to a midget.

It takes years in this country to tell whether anybody is right or wrong. It’s kinder of a case of just how far ahead you can see.

The fellow that can only see a week ahead, is always the popular fellow, for he’s looking with the crowd. But the one that can see years ahead, he has a telescope but he can’t make anybody believe he has it.

This country is not where it is today on account of any one man. It is here on account of the real common sense of the big normal majority.
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A sixteen-year-old Will (seated) with two friends, Gordon Lindsay and John Phillips, at Scarrett College, Neosho, Missouri. It was said that most mothers of local young ladies disdained Will’s friends as “too wild and liable to drink hard liquor at times.” 1896. (Courtesy UCLA)

Publicity photo for a rapidly rising Ziegfeld star, c. 1916.
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Will’s family pays a visit to the Goldwyn studio. From left, Jimmy, Will, Jr., Mary, and Betty, c. 1919.
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Will’s earliest known film poster, advertising his first silent motion picture, Laughing Bill Hyde, 1918. (Courtesy Charles Banks Wilson)
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February 1920. At the Mission San Juan Capistrano, California, Will with author Eugene Manlove Rhodes (West is West, Say Now Shibboleth); author Vicente Blasco Ibáñez (The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse; Blood and Sand), and Charles F. Lummis, Americanist, author. (Photo courtesy The Southwest Museum, Los Angeles)

Now if there is one thing that we Americans do worse than any other nation, it is try and manage somebody else’s affairs.

In Europe I saw forests, the most beautiful forests, all out in a row. Every time they cut down a tree, it looks like they plant two in its place. Every time we cut one down, the fellow that cuts it down, sits down to have a smoke and celebrate. He throws his cigarette away and burns up the rest of the forest.

You know, we’re always talking about pioneers and what great folks the pioneers were. Well, I think if we stopped and looked history in the face, the pioneer wasn’t a thing in the world but a guy that wanted something for nothing. He was a guy that wanted to live off everything that nature had done. He wanted to cut a tree down that didn’t cost him anything, but he never did plant one. He wanted to plow up the land that should have been left to grass. We are just now learning that we can rob from nature the same way as we can rob from an individual. That pioneer thought he was living off nature, but it was really future generations he was living off of.

We are known as the wealthiest nation of all time. Well, in the first place we are not. The difference between our rich and our poor grows greater every year. Our distribution of wealth is getting more uneven all the time. We are always reading “how many men paid over a million dollars income tax.”

But we never read about “how many there is that are not eating regular.”

ARMED FORCES

The United States entered the Great War—“The War to End All Wars”—in April 1917. Will Rogers was thirty-seven years old, married, and had three children. He was an established Ziegfeld Follies star and, though too old to be drafted, there were things he wanted to contribute. He entertained the troops, helped to sell war bonds, and pledged to the Red Cross the substantial sum of one hundred dollars per week for the duration of the war.

After the armistice in November 1918, the return of the more than one million men in the AEF (American Expeditionary Force) was slow. While other participating nations demobilized their soldiers, America’s force was used as an army of occupation in Germany. When at last American soldiers were brought back, Will Rogers kidded, “We would have brought them back sooner, but two of our men hadn’t yet married over there.”

The returning “Dough-Boys” did not exactly find the better world they had expected. Quipped Rogers, “They left singing ‘Over There!’ and came back singing ‘I’m Always Chasing Rainbows!’ ”

Though America had been caught in 1917 without a mobile army, Congress reduced America’s defense force to 125,000 soldiers. The twenties roared in the rarefied air of Prohibition. The decade of fast automobiles, speakeasies, bathtub gin, radios, electric refrigerators, and installment buying with “a dollar down and a dollar a week” ended with the stock market crash, followed by unemployment, hunger, and despair. Congress had promised the returning soldiers a bonus, over the vetoes of both presidents Harding and Coolidge. Now, in 1932, the desperate veterans wanted payment earlier than agreed. Thousands congregated in Washington, calling themselves the BEF, the “Bonus Expeditionary Force.”

Will Rogers took his stand with the soldiers:

Just been reading in the Literary Digest what both sides have to say for and against the Soldiers’ Bonus. My opinion on this question is not issued after first taking the opinions of any constituents and stringing with the majority. . . . We promised them everything if they would go to war, and all they got was $1.25 a day and some knitted sweaters and sox.

As to the Soldiers’ Bonus, you promised them everything but the kitchen stove. . . . I never met 10 who were not injured in some minor way, to say nothing of the dissatisfaction. I claim we owe them everything we have got, and if they will settle for the Bonus, we are lucky.

Will advocated a strong army and a powerful army air force. When America’s rose-colored slogan was “Prosperity is just around the corner,” Will Rogers’ realistic estimate was “War is closer around the corner than prosperity!”

Will, as so often, was right.

You don’t have to be war-like to get a real kick out of our greatest army post Schofield Barracks and the navy at Pearl Harbor. If war was declared with some Pacific nation, we would lose the Philippines before lunch, but if we lost these, it would be our own fault.

You can have all the advanced war methods you want, but, after all, nobody has ever invented a war that you didn’t have to have somebody in the guise of soldiers to stop the bullets.

If we really wanted to honor our Boys, why don’t we let them sit on the reviewing stands and make the people march by?

We are the only nation in the world that waits till we get into a war before we start getting ready for it.

We can’t go back in those native mountains and jungles, so what’s the use sicking Marines on somebody away off in those bush league countries, where, if we lose one Marine, we are losers more—even if we captured their leader.

We ought to have the greatest air defense in the world, we got more air.

If the rest of the world knew that we had the greatest Air Force in the world, we wouldn’t have to be worrying over any disarmament conferences and a thousand and one other things that we get mixed up in now.

All we would have to do is just sit here and take care of our own business, and you can bet no one would ever have any idea of coming over and pouncing on us.

We can’t possibly get into a war without going from 3 to 7 thousand miles to find it, and when you have to go that far, why, it just ain’t hardly worth the trip.

We better start doing something about our defense. All we got to go by is history, and history don’t record that “Economy” ever won a war. So I believe I would save some money somewhere else, even if I had to work a little shorter-handed around the Capitol there in Washington.

I see where the Senate voted three new cruisers. We had to have them to deliver our Marines around to various battle fronts.

There is only one unpardonable thing you can say in the navy, army or in politics, and that is to propose to cut down expenditure. You can accuse them of negligence and even laziness, but to suggest spending less money!

I am glad for once in our lives we got our Marines back home. I know they are laying off, waiting for some war somewhere. There is one in Afghanistan, but we got nobody in Washington that knows where it is.

We have every kind of week in the world; there’s Apple Week; Don’t Blame Your Congressman Week; Do Your Christmas Shopping Early Week.

Let’s add one sensible one to ’em all: Remember Our Heroes Week. You would be surprised how many we got that have been forgotten.

If you haven’t bought a poppy this
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