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It is all very well for the President of the United States 
to suggest to Congress a forward-looking legislative program. 
That is one of the duties of the President. It is a horse of 
another color to get such a program accepted by even the 
President’s own party in either House or Senate . . . To ac-
complish this result it was necessary for the President and 
the Speaker to work in close harmony.1 

Joseph G. Cannon, Speaker of the House, 1903–1911 

Under the Constitution, Congress and the ex-
ecutive branch are coequal. While the Constitu-
tion does not specify the relationship between the 
Speaker of the House and the President of the 
United States, it has been the practice in the past 
century that the Speaker regularly interacts with 
the President on a variety of legislative and polit-
ical matters. In modern practice, political reali-
ties dictate that the Speaker and President regu-
larly work together as policymaking partners. In 
that reality lies the potential for both tension and 
controversy. As political scientist Harold Laski 
wrote, ‘‘the President is at no point the master 
of the legislature. He can indicate a path of ac-
tion to Congress. He can argue, bully, persuade, 
cajole; but he is always outside Congress, and 

subject to a will he cannot dominate.’’ 2 On the 
congressional side, the constitutionally grounded 
position of equality is exemplified by Speaker 
Sam Rayburn. In an ABC news interview near 
the end of his life, Speaker Rayburn asserted the 
constitutional position between Speaker and 
President in the five decades he served in the 
House. Angered at a reporter’s suggestion of sub-
servience to the President, Rayburn replied, ‘‘I 
never served under any President. I served with
eight.’’ 3 

Much has been written about the Presidents 
who have served during the past century, but ob-
servers note that comparatively little has been 
written about the Speakers. Twenty years ago, 
then-Speaker Thomas P. O’Neill suggested that 
‘‘there is a great deal more we need to know 
about the history of the office and the lives of 
the men who have been Speaker.’’ 4 Observers
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5 Those who have served in the past 100 years as Speaker of the 
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8 Speaker Thomas Foley, ‘‘Joint Session of the House and Senate 
Held Pursuant to the Provisions of House Concurrent Resolution 83 
to Hear an Address by the President of the United States,’’ remarks 
in the House, Congressional Record, vol. 137, Mar. 6, 1991, p. 5140.

note that an area of inquiry that is poorly under-
stood is how the Speaker and the President inter-
act as leaders of their respective branches. In the 
past century, 17 men have served as Speaker of 
the House of Representatives,5 while 18 others
have been President of the United States.6 As na-
tional political leaders, the Speaker and President 
undertake a number of similar public functions. 
Each leader is in the public eye through speeches, 
appearances on radio and television, press con-
ferences, and the print media. The President and 
the Speaker each publicize the achievements of 
their branches. They also assist their party mem-
bers seeking election and reelection. When the 
majority party in the House is not the same as 
that of the President, the Speaker may act as a 
spokesman for the loyal opposition. Acts of Con-
gress become law only when signed by the 
Speaker, presiding officer of the Senate, and the 
President. By statute, the Speaker is second in 
line, behind the Vice President, to succeed to the 
Presidency.7 

While the activities of these two leaders may 
often be similar, relations between the Speaker 
and the President are complex and influenced by 

a number of factors. Their relationships are influ-
enced by the Constitution, policy necessities, per-
ceived prerogatives of the executive and legisla-
tive branches, world events, domestic politics, 
and their personalities and governing styles. At 
different times, these factors have the potential 
to create divergent personal, political, and insti-
tutional consequences. Understandably, the rela-
tionship between the two officials has been 
marked by periods of both conflict and coopera-
tion. On occasion, the relationship between the 
Speaker and the President attracts widespread 
public notice due to an isolated incident that 
comes to the attention of the public. In spring 
1991, for example, President George H.W. Bush 
came to the Capitol to deliver an address to a 
joint session of Congress regarding the role of the 
U.S. military in operations leading to the libera-
tion of Kuwait. Departing from the typical pro-
tocol of these occasions, Speaker Thomas Foley 
said:

Mr. President, it is customary in joint sessions for the 
Chair to present the President to the Members of Congress 
directly and without further comment. But I wish to depart 
from tradition tonight and express to you, on behalf of the 
Congress and the country, and, through you, to the members 
of our Armed Forces our warmest congratulations on the bril-
liant victory of the Desert Storm Operation.8 

Although Speakers may support Presidential 
actions, there also have been important instances 
of institutional, political, and even personal con-
flict between the two leaders over the past cen-
tury. Seemingly isolated or trivial events may 
upset the relationship between the Speaker and 
the President in a much greater fashion than the 
incident appeared to warrant at the time. Note-
worthy among such incidents are the following: 

• In fall 1995, Speaker Newt Gingrich and 
other Members of Congress were reportedly 
angry with President Bill Clinton over his treat-
ment of congressional leaders during a diplo-
matic trip. Gingrich and Clinton had traveled to-
gether on Air Force One with a delegation of 
current and former U.S. officials to attend the 
funeral of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, 
who had been assassinated. Before the trip, con-
gressional leaders were negotiating with Presi-
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9 John E. Yang and Eric Pianin, ‘‘Interim Measures Advance in 
House; Spending, Debt Bills Include Provisions Strongly Opposed by 
Clinton,’’ Washington Post, Nov. 8, 1995, p. A4; Todd S. Purdue, ‘‘No-
vember 5–11: on Air Force One, Cabin Fever,’’ New York Times, Nov. 
12, 1995, p. 4; and Newt Gingrich, Lessons Learned the Hard Way: A 
Personal Report (New York: Harper Collins, 1998), pp. 42–46.
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ciates, 1957), pp. 79–80; and Irwin Hood Hoover, Forty-Two Years at 
the White House (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1934), pp. 2992–2993. In 
his memoirs, Speaker Cannon remembered a Presidential dinner given 
to honor the diplomatic corps. Due to a scheduling conflict, the 
Speaker asked the President’s leave not to attend. Alluding to the 
importance placed on such matters by other Members of the House, 
and precedent established by Speaker Thomas Reed, who reportedly 
would not attend functions when other government officials might 
outrank him, Cannon suggested that he and Roosevelt discuss the 
matter and seek the assistance of the State Department’s protocol ex-
perts. The outcome of these discussions was the Speaker’s dinner. See 
Joseph Gurney Cannon, The Memoirs, pp. 123–124. While the dinners 
for the Speaker continued after Roosevelt left office, their efficacy was 
somewhat diminished. President William Howard Taft continued the 
tradition of honoring the Speaker with an annual dinner, and was 
accused of associating himself too closely with what some observers 
thought was Cannon’s autocratic style of overseeing the House. 

12 ‘‘Wise Sayings that Made Joe Cannon the Sage of His Party,’’ 
Chicago Tribune, Nov. 13, 1926, p. 4.

dent Clinton to set spending levels for the Fed-
eral Government, but the leaders held no talks 
regarding the budget during the flights between 
Washington, DC, and Tel Aviv. On arrival in 
Israel, the President exited Air Force One 
through the main door. The Speaker was report-
edly angered that he and other officials, includ-
ing Senate Majority Leader Robert Dole, and 
former Presidents George H.W. Bush and Jimmy 
Carter, were asked to disembark through the 
plane’s rear door.9 

• The evening before President Jimmy 
Carter’s inauguration in 1977, a gala was held at 
the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing 
Arts. Speaker O’Neill and his wife were to be 
seated with the President-elect and Mrs. Carter. 
Speaker O’Neill requested an additional dozen 
tickets for friends and members of his family, 
and White House staff reportedly assured him 
that his guests would be seated near the stage 
in an area reserved for Members of Congress. In 
his autobiography, Speaker O’Neill described 
searching the audience for his relatives and 
friends. After the program, he was reunited with 
them and told that their seats were in the last 
row of the second balcony. On Inauguration Day, 
Speaker O’Neill, concerned about the tone the 
incident set between Congress and the White 
House, reportedly telephoned a senior Carter ad-
viser to relate his displeasure. In a short time, 
the new President’s adviser appeared in the 
Speaker’s office to apologize in person and assure 
the Speaker that the seating arrangements were 
the result of a mistake. In his autobiography, 
Speaker O’Neill indicated that he had doubts 
about the sincerity of the apology, saying that 
as far as he could see, the aide appeared to regard 
‘‘a House Speaker as something you bought on 
sale at Radio Shack. I could see that this was 
just the beginning of my problems with these 
guys.’’ 10 

• During President Theodore Roosevelt’s ad-
ministration, dinners were held to honor the 
Cabinet, diplomatic corps and members of the 
Supreme Court. An invitation to these affairs was 
routinely extended to Speaker Joseph Cannon, 
who usually declined, often at the last minute, 
because he objected to seating arrangements that 
did not recognize his position in government. 
For the 1905 Supreme Court dinner, Cannon re-
portedly learned he was to be seated below the 
Associate Justices of the Supreme Court at the 
banquet table. On the basis of his position as 
Speaker, Cannon thought it more appropriate to 
be seated next in line to the Chief Justice of the 
United Sates and the Vice President, with the 
Associate Justices, who were among the honored 
guests, seated after him. In a letter to President 
Roosevelt, Speaker Cannon reportedly wrote that 
‘‘even if ‘a wooden Indian’ were Speaker of the 
House, he would deserve that courtesy.’’ Shortly 
thereafter, President Roosevelt instituted a din-
ner to honor the Speaker, and to invite no one 
in government who might be seated more promi-
nently than the guest of honor.11 

Despite periodic conflicts between the two 
leaders, the Speaker and President must work to-
gether if policy proposals are to be enacted into 
law. As Speaker Joseph Cannon stated, ‘‘a Presi-
dent without both houses of Congress back of 
him doesn’t amount to much more than a cat 
without claws . . .’’ 12 To better understand the 
relationship between a Speaker and President, 
this chapter describes how two Speakers, Joseph 
Gurney Cannon, and Sam Rayburn, and two 
Presidents, Theodore Roosevelt and Franklin 
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was the Aldrich bill, after Senator Nelson Wilmarth Aldrich of Rhode 
Island. The proposal would have authorized the use of customs receipts 
and nongovernmental securities as the basis for the issuance of cur-
rency.

Delano Roosevelt, interacted on the national 
stage. The two pairs of leaders were chosen for 
pragmatic and practical purposes. The election of 
Representative Cannon as Speaker marked the 
high point of the autocratic speakership. Rep-
resentative Rayburn’s career in Congress spanned 
48 years, and the administrations of 8 Presidents,
with Rayburn serving as Speaker during periods 
in which the House and speakership were vastly 
changed from Cannon’s time. 

A review of the Speaker-President relationship 
during two contrasting periods underscores the 
importance of political context, leadership, and 
working relationships between leaders in shaping 
policy outcomes. The first examines how Presi-
dent Theodore Roosevelt had to deal with Speak-
er Cannon’s ‘‘command and control’’ leadership 
of the House. As Speaker, Cannon dominated the 
Chamber and all its committees. He often 
worked to block Roosevelt’s initiatives, which 
contributed to the revolt against him by progres-
sive Republicans and minority Democrats. By 
comparison, Speaker Rayburn led a committee- 
centered institution where southern committee 
chairs exercised large sway over the fate of Presi-
dential proposals. Rayburn employed a pragmatic 
leadership style of bargaining, employing polit-
ical and personal cajolery to win legislative vic-
tories for President Franklin Roosevelt. 

CONFLICT BETWEEN LEADERS: JOSEPH
CANNON AND THEODORE ROOSEVELT

By fall 1902, several weeks before the adjourn-
ment of the 57th Congress (1901–1903), members 
of President Theodore Roosevelt’s administration 
concluded that Representative Joseph Gurney 
Cannon of Illinois, then-chairman of the Com-
mittee on Appropriations, would be elected 
Speaker at the commencement of the 58th Con-
gress (1903–1905). The two men knew each other 
from the periods when Roosevelt served at var-
ious times as Civil Service Commissioner, Assist-
ant Secretary of the Navy, and Vice President of 
the United States under William McKinley. 
During Roosevelt’s time with the Civil Service 
Commission, for example, the agency had its 
budget cut by the House Committee on Appro-

priations.13 For his part, Cannon said that his im-
pressions of Roosevelt from these earlier contacts 
were not positive.14 This unfavorable opinion ap-
pears to have grown out of the two leaders’ diver-
gent governing and political philosophies. 

Roosevelt believed that the government should 
be the great arbiter of the conflicting economic 
forces in the Nation, especially between capital 
and labor, guaranteeing justice to each and dis-
pensing favors to none. By contrast, Speaker Can-
non’s world view was developed by his early ex-
periences as a self-made man, who had started 
adult life as a store clerk. Cannon described how 
his life’s experience had impressed him ‘‘with the 
value of conservatism, and warned me against ad-
vocating ‘change for change’s sake.’ The span of 
30 years in Congress, before I became Speaker, 
had borne in upon me the dangers that lay in 
catch phrases, and popular slogans, and the dif-
ficulty of transforming reforming ideals into leg-
islation that could be got through the Congress 
of the United States in recognizable form, and 
that would work after it became law.’’ 15 

In spite of such widely divergent views, it is 
noteworthy that both leaders made a generally 
successful effort to work together. With Can-
non’s ascendance to the Speaker’s chair all but 
assured, members of Roosevelt’s Cabinet con-
veyed congratulations to the incoming Speaker. 
Included in the congratulations were assurances 
that the President and his Cabinet understood 
that, regarding Roosevelt’s policies, ‘‘nothing 
could be done unless there was a ‘very general 
consent in Congress.’ ’’ 16 President Roosevelt 
personally took steps to cultivate an improved re-
lationship with Cannon. In August 1903, Roo-
sevelt met with several Senate leaders in his sum-
mer home in Oyster Bay, NY, to discuss pro-
posed currency and financial legislation.17 When
the meetings were finished, the President wrote 
to Cannon to assure him that no financial plan 
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18 Gwinn, Uncle Joe Cannon, pp. 74–77.
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would be referred to the appropriate committee. 

21 Cannon, The Memoirs, p. 131.

22 Letter from Theodore Roosevelt to Joseph Cannon, Jan. 13, 1905,
in Elting E. Morison, ed., The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, 8 vols. (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1951), vol. 4, p. 1101.

23 Cannon, The Memoirs, p. 129.
24 L. White Busbey, Uncle Joe Cannon: The Story of a Pioneer American,

(New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1927, republished 1970), pp. 
217–218.

would be proposed without first taking into ac-
count the views of the House. After summarizing 
his discussions with the Senators, the President 
asked Cannon, ‘‘Now what are your views on the 
subject? We are all decided that of course we 
would not make up our minds in any way until 
we found out what your judgement was.’’ 18 Can-
non reportedly responded that, with a Presi-
dential election to be held in 1904, he saw little 
benefit from considering financial legislation. 

In November 1903, a month before the legisla-
ture was scheduled to convene, President Roo-
sevelt called the 58th Congress into special ses-
sion to consider Cuban reciprocity, but not finan-
cial issues.19 With the speakership vacant, how-
ever, House rules dictated that the first order of 
business was the election of Joseph Cannon as the 
new Speaker. On assuming the post, Cannon and 
Roosevelt worked to build an effective working 
relationship. Throughout their time as leaders, 
Roosevelt and Cannon met regularly to discuss 
measures that Congress was to consider. Presi-
dent Roosevelt wrote informally to the Speaker 
regarding matters before the House. The material 
in these missives could be used by the Speaker 
as he saw fit to persuade other Members regard-
ing the President’s positions.20 In his autobiog-
raphy, Speaker Cannon noted that, during the 
time he was Speaker and Roosevelt was the Presi-
dent, ‘‘Mr Roosevelt and I were on terms of full 
and free consultation. I went often to the White 
House in the evening, and the President came 
to my house at times to talk things over. When 
we differed, in principle or method, we were 
frank about it, and threshed the problem out to 
the end.’’ 21 

For Roosevelt, Cannon was the spokesman for 
a majority of the House and a sounding board 
for the activist President. Roosevelt reportedly 
conferred with the Speaker regarding all of his 
serious legislative initiatives before making them 
public. Other notes reassured the Speaker that 
the President would work with him despite pub-

lication in newspapers of claims to the contrary. 
In one note to Cannon, who had returned to his 
Illinois district between sessions, Roosevelt im-
plored the Speaker to visit the White House on 
his return to Washington, and dismissed press 
speculation regarding differences between the 
two:

Stop in here as soon as you can. I care very little for what 
the newspapers get in the way of passing sensationalism; but 
I do not want the people of the country to get the idea that 
there will be any split or clash between you and me . . .22 

While Roosevelt and Cannon were mostly able 
to look past public speculation regarding their 
political relationship and work together, the 
Speaker took care that the President was not 
given free rein by the House. Cannon recognized 
that when a forceful, activist chief executive was 
in office, the legislature could sometimes be led 
by the executive. The Speaker’s position was that 
while executive leadership was likely, the House 
must not be driven by a President, and that 
‘‘Roosevelt was apt to try to drive’’ it.23 Con-
sequently Cannon’s task was to move the Presi-
dent’s programs forward in a House where some 
members had deep reservations regarding the 
President’s progressive inclinations. Personally, 
Speaker Cannon, too, viewed certain Roosevelt 
policies with dismay. Their disagreements, Can-
non suggested, occurred because ‘‘Roosevelt had 
the ambition to do things; I had the more con-
fined outlook of the legislator who had to con-
sider ways of meeting expenditures of the new 
departures and expansions in government.’’ 24 

A discussion regarding the President’s 1905 
annual message to Congress illustrates the dif-
ferent outlooks of the two leaders. In preparing 
the message, Roosevelt enquired of congressional 
leaders as to the possibility of revising the tariff. 
Based on those discussions, Roosevelt sent Can-
non, who was at his home in Danville, IL, a draft 
of what he would say. The draft statement in-
cluded a proposal that Congress create a min-
imum and maximum scale for setting tariffs that 
could be put into force at the discretion of the 
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26 See Theodore Roosevelt, ‘‘Fourth Annual Message to the Senate 
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27 Cannon, The Memoirs, p. 130.
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29 Rager, The Fall of the House of Cannon, pp. 47–48.
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Executive. Cannon viewed this proposal as a 
power grab by the White House. On returning 
to Washington, Cannon and Roosevelt discussed 
the matter further. In the course of these discus-
sions, which Cannon described as ‘‘very frank,’’ 
the Speaker suggested that tariff legislation not 
be concluded during the lame duck session of the 
58th Congress.25 When the President’s message 
arrived on Capitol Hill, it included legislative 
proposals to expand the authority of the Inter-
state Commerce Commission to fix railroad rates, 
a number of measures related to the District of 
Columbia, the creation of a forest service in the 
Department of Agriculture, and several other 
proposals. There was no mention of tariff revi-
sion.26 Tariff policies, would, however, remain an 
issue between the two leaders throughout Roo-
sevelt’s tenure as President. 

The collaboration between the Speaker and the 
President produced success for the President’s 
legislative program, ‘‘. . . modified in practical 
ways by individuals and committees of the House 
and Senate . . .’’ 27 During the 58th and 59th Con-
gresses (1903–1907), Congress enacted changes to 
the railroad rates, the creation of the Bureau of 
Corporations in the newly established Depart-
ment of Commerce and Labor, meat inspection 
laws, and other measures. The success of Roo-
sevelt’s legislative program was strongly deter-
mined by his ongoing consultation and cordial 
relations with Speaker Cannon. 

Of course, some difficulties did develop during 
this period, due to political differences between 
the two men. The establishment of a forest serv-
ice within the Department of Agriculture and 
the creation of national forests in the southern 
Appalachians and the White Mountains of New 
Hampshire were initiatives that caused personal 
tension between a conservationist President and 
a Speaker who, while Appropriations Committee 
chairman, would consider ‘‘not one cent for sce-
nery.’’ 28 Personal and institutional tensions be-
tween the leaders and branches were also exacer-

bated during frequent considerations of tariff pol-
icy throughout Roosevelt’s time as President. 

On balance, the working relation between the 
two leaders appears productive. The wear and 
tear of conflict and compromise, however, may 
have contributed to a serious rift between the 
two men regarding the Secret Service. By statute, 
the agency’s role was to detect the counterfeiting 
of currency. Since the assassination of President 
William McKinley in 1901, the Secret Service 
had also unofficially assumed responsibility for 
Presidential protection. For several years the 
agency had exceeded its statutory mandate by 
spending some of its appropriation, which was 
intended to fund anticounterfeiting laws, on 
Presidential security and investigations. 

In 1908, the House Committee on Appropria-
tions amended the Sundry Civil Appropriation 
bill to institute restrictions on employment in 
the Secret Service as a way to curb its activities. 
The measure was subsequently passed by both 
Chambers and signed into law by Roosevelt. 
Later that year, the chief of the Secret Service re-
quested that all limitations on the $125,000 ap-
propriation provided to the agency be lifted to 
allow him and the Secretary of the Treasury to 
allocate funds as they saw fit. The House Com-
mittee on Appropriations declined to remove the 
limitation.29 

President Roosevelt’s response to the commit-
tee’s action was to appeal directly to Speaker 
Cannon. In another personal message arguing 
that the provisions regarding the employment of 
Secret Service agents would ‘‘work very great 
damage to the government in its endeavor to pre-
vent and punish crime,’’ 30 Roosevelt suggested 
that only criminals need fear the proposed 
changes. Before Speaker Cannon could solicit the 
thoughts of House Members, or respond to Roo-
sevelt’s personal message, the President’s annual 
message arrived on Capitol Hill. In a departure 
from previous practice, Speaker Cannon reported 
that he had neither been consulted, nor seen a 
draft of the document before the message was of-
ficially presented. Cannon described himself ‘‘as 
much surprised as any one when it was found 
that this Message contained an assault upon Con-
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gress, and especially upon the House of Rep-
resentatives,’’ due to the limitations on the ac-
tivities of the Secret Service.31 

The President’s message included a passage re-
ferring to the issue of the limitations imposed 
on the Secret Service. Regarding that matter, 
Roosevelt wrote, in part: 

Last year an amendment was incorporated in the measure 
providing for the Secret Service, which provided that there 
be no detail from the Secret Service and no transfer therefrom. 
It is not too much to say that this amendment has been of 
benefit only, and could be of benefit only, to the criminal 
classes . . . The chief argument in favor of the provision was 
that the Congressmen did not themselves wish to be inves-
tigated by Secret Service men. Very little of such investiga-
tion has been done in the past; but it is true that the work 
of the Secret Service agents was partially responsible for the 
indictment and conviction of a Senator and Congressman for 
land frauds in Oregon. I do not believe that it is in the public 
interest to protect criminally jsick in any branch of the pub-
lic service, and exactly as we have again and again during 
the past seven years prosecuted and convicted such criminals 
who were in the executive branch of the Government, so in 
my belief we should be given ample means to prosecute them 
if found in the legislative branch. But if this is not considered 
desirable a special exception could be made in the law pro-
hibiting the use of the Secret Service force in investigating 
Members of the Congress.32 

The House responded to this message with 
what Speaker Cannon described as indignation. 
On December 9, 1908, Representative James 
Breck Perkins, a friend of Roosevelt’s and fellow 
Republican from New York, introduced H. Res. 
451 (60th Congress) to authorize the Speaker to 
appoint a special committee to consider what ac-
tion the Chamber should take in response to 
Roosevelt’s message. In introducing the measure, 
Representative Perkins said ‘‘to the Congress is 
granted great power. And upon it are imposed 
great responsibilities. We can not neglect our 
duties nor shirk our responsibilities. The dignity 
of that body . . . should be properly maintained. 
The statements made by the President of the 
United States can not be lightly disregarded 
. . .’’ 33 

Cannon supported the special committee to 
appease House Members who wished to imme-

diately introduce a measure to censure the Presi-
dent. After a week of deliberation, the com-
mittee, on December 17, was prepared to report 
a measure to the House when it convened at 
noon. As Speaker Cannon was about to assume 
the chair and call the House to order, he received 
word from the President that he was to come to 
the White House for a consultation with the 
President. Upon being told that the Speaker was 
in the hall of the House, the President reportedly 
directed that the message be delivered to the 
Speaker personally, and that the consultation be 
held before the House considered the report of 
the special committee. Speaker Cannon indicated 
that:

. . . when the Secretary to the Speaker brought the message 
to the Chair, Mr. Perkins was on his feet demanding recogni-
tion to present his report . . . I held the gavel in the air for 
a moment as my secretary delivered the President’s telephone 
message, which was probably the only one of its kind ever 
sent by the President to the Speaker of the House. I was 
indignant, but the business in hand saved me from making 
any comment. I simply brought down the gavel and recog-
nized Mr. Perkins. Then I told my secretary to telephone the 
President’s secretary just what had occurred and to say that 
the Speaker would be pleased to call upon the President as 
soon as the report of the committee was disposed of.34 

The special committee unanimously reported 
a resolution that the President be requested to 
provide any evidence upon which he based his 
claims, including: (1) that Members of Congress 
did not wish to be investigated by the Secret 
Service; (2) any evidence connecting any Member 
of the current Congress to criminal activity; and 
(3) whether the President had referred any Mem-
ber to the courts for trial or reported any illicit 
behavior by Members to the House of Represent-
atives.35 

The resolution was adopted by the House on 
December 17, 1908, and forwarded to the Presi-
dent. On January 4, 1909, the President re-
sponded with a special message, the contents of 
which Cannon described as ‘‘more offensive than 
the one to which the House had taken excep-
tion.’’ 36 Roosevelt’s message included references 
to a newspaper article written by a reporter who 
was currently serving as Speaker Cannon’s per-

te jan 13 2004 15:14 Sep 20, 2004 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00197 Fmt 8165 Sfmt 8165 C:\DOCS\SPEAKERS\92800.012 CRS1 PsN: SKAYNE



188 The Cannon Centenary Conference 

37 ‘‘Annual Message of the President—Secret Service,’’ Congressional
Record, vol. 43, Jan. 8, 1909, pp. 645–684. See also Rager, ‘‘The Fall 
of the House of Cannon,’’ pp. 47–49.

38 Booth Mooney, Roosevelt and Rayburn: A Political Partnership 
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1971), pp. 45–53.

39 ‘‘Basic Law Change Gains in Congress,’’ New York Times, Jan. 
8, 1937, p. 1. For a discussion of Speaker Bankhead’s interactions with 
FDR, see William J. Heacock, ‘‘William B. Bankhead and the New 
Deal,’’ Journal of Southern History, vol. 21, Aug. 1956, pp. 354–358.

40 Alfred Steinberg, Sam Rayburn: A Biography (New York: Haw-
thorn Books, 1975), p. 140.

sonal secretary. Again, the reaction of the House 
was to interpret the President’s response as an 
attack on a coequal branch of government. In ad-
dition, some Members considered the inclusion 
of work done by the Speaker’s secretary before 
he was employed by the government as a veiled 
broadside at the Speaker himself. In due course, 
the newspaper article was referred to the special 
committee established to respond to the first re-
port. After three days of deliberation, the com-
mittee reported back, recommending that the 
House table the message from the President. 
After extensive debate, the House voted 212 to
36 to accept the committee’s tabling proposal, 
and the President’s message received no further 
consideration by the House.37 

Tabling an item in the House constitutes the 
immediate, final, and adverse disposition of a 
matter under consideration. At the time of the 
controversy between Roosevelt and the House, 
messages from the President and other executive 
branch communications were usually received by 
the House, and referred to the appropriate com-
mittee for consideration. As these communica-
tions were suggestive, and did not compel Con-
gress to take specific action, the committee refer-
ral signified the effective end of congressional 
consideration. When the House went to the ef-
fort of introducing, debating, and voting on a 
motion to table the President’s message, it sig-
naled its symbolic refusal to accept the message. 
This was and is a rare occurrence. Before Roo-
sevelt’s Secret Service controversy, the House had 
not taken steps to refuse a Presidential message 
since the administration of President Andrew 
Jackson, more than 70 years earlier. A few weeks 
later, Roosevelt’s term ended. Cannon continued 
as Speaker in the 61st Congress, and proceeded 
to forge a relationship with the new President, 
William Howard Taft. 

COOPERATION BETWEEN LEADERS: SAM
RAYBURN AND FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT

When Representative Sam Rayburn of Texas 
was elected Speaker on September 16, 1940, fol-
lowing the death of Speaker William B. 

Bankhead, Franklin Delano Roosevelt jFDRk 
was completing his second term as President. 
Like Theodore Roosevelt and Joseph Cannon, 
Rayburn and FDR had previous interactions, al-
though Rayburn had come to view FDR more 
positively than Cannon saw Theodore Roosevelt. 
During FDR’s first term, Rayburn had been 
chairman of the Committee on Interstate and 
Foreign Commerce. Many of FDR’s New Deal 
proposals were referred to the Rayburn-led panel, 
including measures which became the Securities 
Act of 1933; Home Owners Loan Act; Banking 
Act of 1933; National Industrial Recovery Act; 
Emergency Railroad Transportation Act of 1933;
Securities Exchange Act of 1934; and Commu-
nications Act of 1934.38 Further, Rayburn, who 
was majority leader during the 75th and 76th
Congresses (1937–1940), regularly served as 
Speaker pro tempore because of Bankhead’s ill 
health, and worked with FDR on a number of 
legislative issues, including the President’s un-
successful effort to change the number of justices 
on the Supreme Court. 

Despite general political agreement between 
the President and congressional leaders during 
FDR’s terms, Rayburn and Speaker Bankhead 
were often unaware of the President’s intentions 
regarding policy and legislative proposals. Legis-
lative initiatives, such as FDR’s proposals to en-
large the Supreme Court, and the contents of the 
President’s 1937 annual message to Congress, 
were unknown to the House leaders until they 
were delivered to the Chamber.39 Often, Speaker 
Bankhead would be embarrassed when he made 
a statement to the media, only to find that the 
President had already issued a message contra-
dicting the Speaker. In one instance when this 
occurred, Rayburn told Jimmy Roosevelt, the 
President’s son and liaison to Congress, to ‘‘tell 
your father if I’m ever Speaker this kind of thing 
won’t happen to me more than once.’’ 40 Rayburn
reportedly believed that FDR would have more 
success with his legislative initiatives if commu-
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nications were better between the White House 
and Capitol Hill. To address this problem, Ray-
burn set out to establish regular meetings be-
tween FDR and congressional leaders. He told 
Tommy Corcoran, a lobbyist with access to the 
White House that: 

the President ought to be having a meeting every week with 
his House and Senate Leaders so we could tell him what we’re 
planning, and he could tell us his plans. It could eliminate 
a lot of confusion. See what you could do—but don’t you 
dare let him know I suggested it ’cause he thinks he 
‘‘borned’’ every idea that ever was.41 

At a subsequent White House meeting, FDR 
informed Rayburn that he had been thinking 
that ‘‘maybe it would be a good idea if I had 
a meeting with Bill . . .’’ (Speaker Bankhead), 
Rayburn, Vice President John Nance Garner,42 
and Senator Alben Barkley of Kentucky, who was 
majority leader of the Senate. Roosevelt proposed 
that the leaders could meet about once a week 
to discuss and coordinate planning. Rayburn re-
plied that the suggestion was one of the smartest 
ideas that he had ever heard.43 

By the time Rayburn became Speaker, he and 
FDR had worked out their communications 
issues and were beginning to turn to legislative 
and policy matters. With war raging in Europe 
and Japan engaging in aggression in Asia, both 
leaders recognized that defense and preparedness 
issues would consume much of their time in the 
coming months. Rayburn believed strongly that 
the American system of government was best 
served by a strong, independent legislature. 
While the new Speaker liked and admired FDR, 
he was determined not to yield to the executive 
branch any constitutional prerogatives granted to 
the Congress.44 At the same time, Rayburn un-
derstood that, in times of national jeopardy, the 
country needed to be led by the President. 
‘‘When the nation is in danger,’’ Rayburn be-
lieved, ‘‘you have to follow your leader. The man 
in the White House is the only leader this nation 
has . . . Although we may disagree with him, we 
must follow our president in times of peril . . .’’ 45 

Global events soon gave Rayburn the oppor-
tunity to act on his beliefs. On January 6, 1941, 
Speaker Rayburn’s 59th birthday, President Roo-
sevelt addressed a joint session of Congress to de-
liver his Annual Message to the Congress. 
Around the world, the forces of Germany, Italy, 
and Japan had engaged in invasions and other 
aggression. In Europe, France had fallen in 1940, 
and as Roosevelt stood before Congress, the 
United Kingdom was enduring regular attacks 
by the Nazi air force. In the course of the speech, 
FDR warned of the possibility that the United 
States could find itself involved in the conflict.46 
The President specifically requested authority 
from Congress to produce munitions and other 
war supplies that could be provided to countries 
that were at war with Germany, Italy and Japan, 
and whose defense was considered vital to the de-
fense of the United States. This aid was to be 
directed primarily to the United Kingdom, but 
other countries would also be eligible for assist-
ance. As these countries were unlikely to be able 
to pay for these materials, FDR also proposed 
funding their acquisition of ships, planes, tanks, 
and guns, through a program that would become 
popularly known as Lend-Lease.47 

On January 10, 1941, the President sent to 
Congress the first of several measures designed 
to move the Nation forward in war preparation. 
At Rayburn’s behest, Representative John 
McCormack of Massachusetts, who served as ma-
jority leader,48 introduced the lend-lease meas-
ure, which was deliberately assigned the number 
H.R. 1776. The measure provided the President 
with the authority to transfer title to, exchange, 
lease, lend, or otherwise dispose of any defense 
article to any government whose defense the 
President deemed vital to the defense of the 
United States. The proposal called for $7 billion 
to fund the provision of war materials to nations 
that could not afford to pay. Under the proposal, 
the President would be the sole authority to de-
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cide which countries would receive military as-
sistance.

Opponents of lend-lease expressed concern that 
the measure, if passed, would invest too much 
power in the President. These concerns focused 
on what appeared to some to be a Presidential 
request for a ‘‘blank check’’ which could be used 
with little congressional oversight. Others saw 
the measure as an outright abandonment by Con-
gress of its power to declare war, allowing it to 
be transferred to the President so he could draw 
the United States into the global conflict.49 For
his part, Speaker Rayburn publicly supported 
granting the President wide latitude in carrying 
out the lend-lease program. ‘‘If we are to aid the 
democracies,’’ Rayburn said, ‘‘Congress must 
enact a law giving the power to somebody to ad-
minister the law. There could be no one man in 
this country as well qualified to administer it as 
the President.’’ Rayburn also discussed the pos-
sible consequence of failing to provide the Presi-
dent with the proposed authority, saying ‘‘either 
we give the President the flexible powers nec-
essary to help Britain, or by our inaction, we 
strengthen Hitler’s power to conquer Britain and 
attack us.’’ 50 

Privately, however, Rayburn communicated to 
the President the concerns of Members, and in-
formed the President that the bill was dead with-
out changes. At FDR’s urging, Rayburn led ef-
forts in the House to craft a compromise that 
addressed the concerns of the House. Working 
with the President, Representative Sol Bloom, 
chairman of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
and other committee members, Rayburn was able 
to negotiate amendments that preserved the basic 
outline of FDR’s proposal while addressing the 
concerns that the measure would represent too 
large a grant of power to the executive. These 
included a prohibition on American shipping 
convoys transporting war materials, a require-
ment that the President report three times a 
month to Congress regarding the program’s 
progress, and a 2-year limit on the program. In 
addition, the $7 billion the President requested 
would have to go through scrutiny of the regular 
appropriations process. 

On the floor, where debate began February 3,
Speaker Rayburn, Majority Leader McCormack, 
and Chairman Bloom managed the progress of 
the lend-lease measure through 5 days of debate. 
Several Members who were opposed to the pro-
posal offered amendments designed to scuttle the 
legislation. Many of these were declared non-
germane by the chair. The House rejected 19 
amendments before passing H.R. 1776 by a vote 
of 260 to 165.51 One month later, the Senate 
passed lend-lease with minor amendments. Ray-
burn convened the House soon thereafter, and, 
with little debate, the Chamber accepted the 
changes. An hour after the House gave final ap-
proval, the measure was signed into law by Presi-
dent Roosevelt.52 

Throughout 1941, Congress worked with the 
President to develop the Nation’s capacity to de-
fend itself and its allies. In one significant action, 
Congress approved an administration-backed 
measure to reauthorize the draft, and extend the 
time of enlistment for draftee soldiers under the 
Selective Service Act from 1 year to 30 months.
Rayburn was opposed to the extension when it 
was first proposed. After meeting with the Presi-
dent, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, and 
Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall, 
the Speaker reluctantly conceded the necessity of 
the extension, and agreed to advance the measure 
in the House. The Speaker faced a House that 
was very reluctant to extend the mandatory pe-
riod of military enlistment. In addition to the 
efforts of the whip organization run by Rep-
resentative Pat Boland, Rayburn personally ap-
proached several Members for their support, tell-
ing them to ‘‘do this for me. I won’t forget it.’’ 53 
One Member reportedly said that the Speaker 
was quite successful at the effort: ‘‘Mr. Sam is 
terribly convincing . . . There he stands his left 
hand on your right shoulder, holding your coat 
button, looking at you out of honest eyes that 
reflect the sincerest emotion.’’ Rayburn’s effort 
proved indispensable as the House ultimately ap-
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proved the draft extension by 1 vote, 203 to
202.54 

As 1941, and the 1st session of the 77th Con-
gress drew to a close, Rayburn and FDR collabo-
rated once again on a national defense measure. 
For several months, German submarines and sur-
face ships had been attacking American merchant 
ships. The Roosevelt administration wanted to 
repeal sections of the Neutrality Resolution, 
passed by the 74th Congress in 1935,55 to permit 
the arming of American merchant ships, and to 
authorize those ships to enter combat zones and 
the ports of belligerent nations. In response, the 
House passed a bill that authorized the arming 
of merchant ships, but did not permit their entry 
into belligerent ports. In the Senate, amendments 
were added that allowed the President to send 
the ships to any port in the world. The Senate- 
passed version of the bill also authorized the 
President to order merchant ships to defend 
themselves against attack. The Senate version was 
returned to the House for review. 

Following a day of debate on the Senate 
amendments, Rayburn’s vote count showed that 
the merchant ships bill would be defeated. Ray-
burn and Majority Leader McCormack met with 
FDR to work out a strategy to win House accept-
ance of the Senate amendments. The three leaders 
agreed that the Speaker would provide a written 
letter summarizing the concerns of House Mem-
bers, and that the President would provide a 
written reply. 

When the House resumed the debate on the 
Senate amendments. Rayburn monitored the de-
bate throughout the day. With 11 minutes of de-
bate on the Senate amendments remaining, Ray-
burn descended from the chair to speak from the 
well of the House regarding his views and the 
position of President Roosevelt: 

A great deal has been said about the position of the Presi-
dent. Does the President want these amendments? Does he 
advocate them? . . . Last evening late the gentleman from 
Massachusetts 56 and I addressed the following letter to the 
President of the United States: 

A number of Members have asked us what effect the failure 
on the part of the House to take favorable action on the Sen-
ate amendments would have on our position in foreign coun-
tries, and especially in Germany. Some of these Members 

have stated that they hoped you would make a direct expres-
sion on this matter.57 

Rayburn then read to the House the letter 
from FDR that he and Majority Leader McCor-
mack had worked out with the President the pre-
vious evening. The President’s letter said in part: 

I had no thought of expressing to the House my views 
to the effect, in foreign countries, and especially in Germany, 
of favorable or unfavorable action on the Senate amendments. 

But in view of your letter, I am replying as simply and 
clearly as I know how . . . 

. . . In regard to the repeal of sections 2 and 3 of the Neu-
trality Act, I need only call your attention to three elements. 
The first concerns the continued sinking of American-flag 
ships in many parts of the ocean. The second relates to great 
operational advantages in making continuous voyages to any 
belligerent port in any part of the world; thus, in all prob-
ability increasing the total percentage of goods—foodstuffs 
and munitions—actually delivered to those nations fighting 
Hitlerism. The third is the decision by the Congress and the 
Executive that this Nation, for its own present and future 
defense, must strengthen the supply line to all of those who 
are keeping Hitlerism far from the Americas. 

With all of this in mind, the world is obviously watching 
the course of this legislation. 

In the British Empire, in China, and in Russia—all of 
whom are fighting a defensive war against invasion—the ef-
fect of the failure of the Congress to repeal sections 2 and
3 of the Neutrality Act would definitely be discouraging. I 
am confident that it would not destroy their defense or mo-
rale, though it would weaken their position from the point 
of view of food and munitions. 

Failure to repeal these sections would, of course, cause re-
joicing in the Axis nations. Failure would bolster aggressive 
steps and intentions in Germany, and in the other well- 
known aggressor nations under the leadership of Hitler. 

Our own position in the struggle against aggression would 
definitely be weakened, not only in Europe and in Asia, but 
also among our sister republics in the Americas. Foreign na-
tions, friends and enemies, would misinterpret our own mind 
and purpose . . . 58 

Reading the President’s letter consumed ap-
proximately 10 minutes. In the remaining mo-
ments of debate, Rayburn endorsed the Presi-
dent’s approach, and added his own thoughts, 
saying:

In the moment, let me say this: Let us not cast a vote 
today that will mean rejoicing in Germany, or Italy, or Japan. 
Let me say that with all my heart, this moment, that the 
failure to enact these amendments will have repercussions too 
frightful to contemplate, and might break up the most seri-
ous conferences that have ever been held at this moment be-
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tween the representatives of Japan and the representatives of 
the United States of America. Let us show the world by our 
vote, at least a majority vote, where we stand. Let me appeal 
to you, whether you love one man or hate another, to stand 
up today for civilization as it is typified in the United States 
of America.59 

As time for debate expired, the roll call began. 
In the end, the House accepted the Senate 
amendments by a vote of 212 to 194.

On December 7, 1941, Japan attacked the 
United States forces in Pearl Harbor, HI. Soon 
after the attack, Speaker Rayburn returned to 
Washington from a personal trip to Richmond, 
VA, and received a message that the President 
wanted to meet congressional leaders that 
evening. At the conclusion of the meeting, Ray-
burn was asked by a reporter if Congress would 
support a war declaration. Rayburn replied, ‘‘I 
think that is one thing on which there would 
be unity.’’ 60 The next day, the President ad-
dressed a joint session of Congress to request a 
declaration of war against Japan. Following the 
joint session, each Chamber convened and passed 
a joint resolution declaring a state of war be-
tween the United States and Japan. The Presi-
dent signed the measure into law that afternoon. 

In his first full year as Speaker of the House, 
Sam Rayburn worked closely with President 
Franklin Roosevelt to roll back a neutral, isola-
tionist policy, prepare the Nation for war, and 
assist nations already fighting the Axis. When 
the United States entered the conflict, the Speak-
er and the President successfully urged the Na-
tion to produce the materials essential to combat 
the enemy, maintain morale on the home front, 
and bring ‘‘the war to its earliest possible conclu-
sion.’’ 61 The first few months after the United 
States joined the conflict were marked by exten-
sive gains for the Axis powers. In the Pacific the-
ater, Japanese forces captured Guam, Wake Is-
land, parts of the Aleutian Islands and the Phil-
ippines. In the Atlantic, the naval forces of Ger-
many, which declared war on the United States 
4 days after the Pearl Harbor attack, launched 
effective submarine attacks on American mer-

chant ships. Roosevelt’s 1942 Annual Message to 
the Congress formed the basis of the American 
response. In the address, the President called for 
increased production of airplanes, tanks, and 
merchant shipping.62 When the goals of Roo-
sevelt’s program were questioned in the media 
and by the public, Speaker Rayburn embarked 
on a series of speaking engagements around the 
country to defend the proposed goals.63 

In the House, Rayburn guided numerous 
measures to passage that strengthened the Amer-
ican war effort. Measures passed included changes 
in tax law that allowed war industries to write 
off capital expenditures at an accelerated rate; the 
establishment and funding of several new execu-
tive branch agencies that controlled the distribu-
tion of raw materials, civilian goods production 
and rationing, prices, war propaganda, and eco-
nomic warfare overseas; amendment of military 
draft laws to conscript 18-year-old men; and bills 
that prevented labor actions in war industries. 
Less publicly, Rayburn, Majority Leader McCor-
mack, and Minority Leader Joseph Martin of 
Massachusetts were briefed by Secretary Stimson, 
General Marshall, and Dr. Vannevar Bush about 
a secret plan to construct an atomic bomb. Initial 
efforts to fund the program had come through 
illegal transfers of military appropriations. When 
the administration officials tried to tell the con-
gressional leaders about the project, Rayburn cut 
them off, saying ‘‘I don’t want to know . . . be-
cause if I don’t know a secret I can’t let it leak 
out.’’ A few weeks later, Rayburn persuaded Rep-
resentative Clarence Cannon, who was chairman 
of the Committee on Appropriations, to quietly 
insert an appropriation of $1.6 billion for the 
Manhattan Project.64 

Summarizing congressional action and co-
operation with the President in a speech in Texas 
in November 1942, Rayburn mentioned several 
other actions Congress had taken in support of 
the President’s war program, saying: 

. . . let no one tell you that the seventy-seventh Congress 
and the executive branch of the government have not worked 
together. The President asked for 185,000 airplanes. Congress 
provided the authority and the appropriation. He asked for 
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pp. 348–357. 

68 Franklin Delano Roosevelt letter to Sam Rayburn, Sept. 16, 1942, 
in Delaney and Phillips, eds., Speak Mister Speaker, p. 91. 69 Mooney, Roosevelt and Rayburn, p. 164, italics in original. 

billions to build war plants. He got them. He asked for 
amendments to the Neutrality Act for . . . lend-lease ship-
ments across the sea. He got them. He asked for authority 
to take over Axis ships. He got it. The executive rec-
ommended a wage and price bill and requested legislation 
by October 1. He got it on October 2 . . . We have made 
every attempt to weld our peacetime government machinery 
into a compact fist of steel.65 

While the war effort advanced, Rayburn’s ef-
forts appear to have come at a political price. De-
spite broad public support for the war, some of 
the new policies adopted by Congress, such as 
the extension of the Selective Service Act, and 
rationing measures, were not popular. Some have 
argued that this public displeasure led to a loss 
of more than 50 Democratic seats in the House 
in the 1942 elections. This left the Chamber with 
222 Democrats and 209 Republicans, at the be-
ginning of the 78th Congress in 1943.66 During 
the first few weeks of the new session, several 
administration-backed measures were defeated by 
the House, despite Rayburn’s efforts. Over the 
course of the session, a sense of national purpose 
appears to have overcome partisan and factional 
preferences in the House, and the President’s 
proposals received more favorable consideration. 
Beyond the Chamber, Rayburn continued to tour 
the country as a spokesman and partner of the 
President. The Speaker began to carry out sym-
bolic duties as well, including dedicating hos-
pitals, war production facilities, and receiving 
honorary degrees.67 Despite the occasional, tem-
porary setbacks in Congress, FDR held Rayburn 
in high esteem. On the occasion of Rayburn’s 
second anniversary as Speaker, Roosevelt ac-
knowledged the milestone in a letter to Rayburn 
that said ‘‘the speakership has assumed a special 
importance because of the gravity of issues with 
which you have continually had to deal . . . the 
country has need of you.’’ 68 

Rayburn and Roosevelt would continue to 
work together on war measures and other issues 

until Roosevelt died in 1945. On the afternoon 
of April 12, 1945, Speaker Rayburn adjourned the 
House at 5 o’clock and was in his private Capitol 
office known as the ‘‘Board of Education,’’ where 
he often met with Members to discuss matters 
before the House. On this day, Vice President 
Harry S Truman was due at the close of the day’s 
Senate session. Before the Vice President arrived, 
Rayburn received a call from the White House; 
Truman was to call as soon as he arrived. When 
Truman reached the Speaker’s office, he called 
the White House and was told to come to the 
executive mansion. After he left, a special radio 
bulletin informed Rayburn and the Nation that 
President Roosevelt had died at Warm Springs, 
GA, earlier that afternoon. Later that evening, 
Speaker Rayburn went to the White House to 
see Truman take the oath of office as President. 

The only Member of Congress to hold the 
speakership in four different decades, Rayburn 
served with, not under, Presidents Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, Harry S Truman, Dwight D. Eisen-
hower, and John F. Kennedy. Some time after 
World War II ended, Rayburn reflected on his 
collaboration with Roosevelt: 

I would go to the White House with the other congres-
sional leaders, and we would talk things out frankly and 
openly. Sometimes we agreed, and sometimes we disagreed, 
but in the end we would find more points of agreement than 
disagreement. And we would get things done. We had to 
get things done.69 

CONCLUSION: TOWARD A MORE COMPLETE 
UNDERSTANDING OF LEADERS 

Although his focus was World War II and 
Franklin Roosevelt, Rayburn’s observation sug-
gests a starting point for efforts to understand 
the nature of the relationship between the Speak-
er and the President over the last century. The 
cases of Theodore Roosevelt and Joe Cannon, and 
Franklin Roosevelt and Sam Rayburn, strongly 
suggest that in war, peace, periods of prosperity, 
or periods of national emergency, things still 
need to get done, and that the Speaker and Presi-
dent are integral actors in achieving those ends. 
The institutional environment established by 
separation of powers brings together two leaders 
who have different, and sometimes contentious, 
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governing responsibilities. To some extent, the 
relationship between the two sets of leaders 
bridged that gulf and facilitated legislative activ-
ity. In both cases, Cannon and Rayburn served 
as an intermediary between the House and the 
President, who is always on the outside of the 
Legislature. Each Speaker reflected the mood and 
will of the House, and provided advice to the 
Presidents on the basis of those observations. 
When both Presidents followed the advice, 
whether Cannon’s suggestion to avoid the tariff 
issue in 1907, or Rayburn’s suggestion to revise 
a lend-lease program that was sure to be defeated 
without changes in 1941, both Presidents enjoyed 
the benefits of reduced conflict and the advance-
ment of their legislative programs. When the 
two Chief Executives ignored advice, or failed to 
seek consultation with the Speakers, as with 
Theodore Roosevelt’s contretemps over the Secret 
Service, or the setbacks FDR’s New Deal pro-

grams suffered as a result of his failed court reor-
ganization, each suffered political damage. 

Both cases strongly suggest that to govern, 
Speakers and Presidents must surmount the chal-
lenges of divergent constitutional responsibil-
ities, political contexts, and personal chemistry. 
Without recourse to similar studies of the rela-
tionship between other Speakers and Presidents 
over the last century, however, it is unclear 
whether these findings are generally applicable to 
the other 15 Speakers and 16 Presidents that have 
served during this time. The volatility of polit-
ical contexts and interpersonal relationships 
shown in the Cannon and Rayburn eras, as well 
as Speaker O’Neill’s observation that there is 
much still to be learned about the Office and 
men who have been Speaker, strongly suggests 
that further inquiry into the relationship between 
other Speakers and Presidents would make a val-
uable contribution to understanding American 
Government.
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