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Presidential Allies, Aspirants, and Antagonists: 
Senators Burton K. Wheeler and Birch Bayh 

Reconsidered

Political Hell-Raiser: The Life and Times of Senator Burton K. Wheeler of Montana. 
By Marc C. Johnson. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2019. 486 pp.

Birch Bayh: Making a Difference. By Robert Blaemire. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2019. 467 pp.

The cliché that nearly every U.S. senator sees in the mirror a future president ex-
tends beyond 2019 when seven Democratic senators and one former senator (Joe Biden) 
announced White House bids. Decades earlier, Democrats Burton K. Wheeler, a senator  
from Montana (1923–47), and Birch Evans Bayh Jr., a senator from Indiana (1963–81),  
either sanctioned, in the case of Wheeler, or launched, as did Bayh, presidential cam-
paigns. Two new biographies cover their White House ambitions and much more. 
Wheeler and Bayh proved valuable allies and noticeable irritants to the presidents of their 
eras. Irascible and driven, Wheeler resided principally in the latter category, as the title 
of Marc C. Johnson’s Political Hell-Raiser suggests. The homey and rather humble Bayh 
proved the reverse, as Robert Blaemire, a 13-year veteran of the senator’s staff, writes 
in his biography/memoir, Birch Bayh. Although both men made a difference, to invoke 
Blaemire’s subtitle, their quest for national renown and adherence to fading  political 
traditions—isolationism for Wheeler, and liberalism in the case of Bayh—caused them 
to lose touch with voters in their home states and the country at large. Electoral defeat— 
for Wheeler at the dawn of the Cold War, for Bayh at the start of Ronald Reagan’s  
presidency—sent them into prolonged retirement and historical obscurity. The task of 
Johnson and Blaemire is to explain the significance of these once-prominent pols. They 
have succeeded, to varying degrees, in what are the first book-length studies of the two 
men.

Wheeler has found a worthy biographer in Johnson. Well-written, eminently fair-
minded, and scrupulously researched in relevant manuscript collections, Political Hell-
Raiser exhibits the scholarly sensibility of a professional historian, which Johnson, a former 
journalist and political aide, is not. The author nevertheless posits and proves his thesis: 
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Wheeler fought large concentrations of power, whether in Montana’s mining industry, the 
White House, or America’s emerging global empire. A western Progressive throughout 
the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s, he remained attuned to corporate abuses, empathetic to-
ward miners and farmers, defensive of civil liberties during World War I, devoted to cur-
rency inflation as a remedy for economic downturns, and opposed to U.S. participation in 
foreign wars. Elected senator as a Democrat in 1922, then nominated for vice president by 
the Progressive Party two years later, the Montanan preferred to fight for ideals rather than 
remain loyal to a largely conservative Democratic Party. Republicans inevitably felt his 
sting. During the Teapot Dome scandal, Wheeler launched a somewhat scattershot probe 
of Harry M. Daugherty, attorney general under Presidents Warren G. Harding and Calvin 
Coolidge, and he later voted against two of President Herbert Hoover’s nominees to the 
U.S. Supreme Court—a feat repeated by Birch Bayh during Richard Nixon’s presidency.

Wheeler’s relationship with Franklin Delano Roosevelt proved particularly fraught. 
Ideological and political opportunism made the Montanan an early endorser of FDR’s 
campaign for the Democratic nomination for president in 1932. He regarded Roosevelt 
as the most progressive Democrat running, and he hoped that backing FDR would boost 
his influence with the incoming administration and prospects for national office. An 
uneasy alliance followed. Wheeler sponsored White House measures to empower Indian 
tribes and to regulate public utility holding companies, and he ran for a third term in 
1934 as a New Dealer. Yet he backed the president’s agricultural policies reluctantly, 
criticized the National Recovery Administration as price fixing, and pushed Roosevelt 
strongly and unsuccessfully to adopt monetary inflation. The tension between the pair 
metastasized, especially during FDR’s second term. Wheeler opposed presidential ini-
tiatives to reform the Supreme Court; to purge conservative Democrats in 1938; and, 
mostly, to assist the countries fighting Nazi Germany. A supporter of the America First 
Committee, Wheeler denounced the destroyers-for-bases deal with Winston S. Churchill, 
voted against conscription and the Lend-Lease Act, began an ill-conceived investigation 
of pro-Allied bias in the film industry, and leaked U.S. government war plans to the 
press. His fervent anti-interventionism unsettled Montanans, and his feud with Roosevelt 
pulled him toward the right, to the dismay of working people in “Big Sky Country.” The 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and the ensuing war discredited Wheeler’s foreign policy 
views and thwarted his bid for renomination in 1946.

Wheeler’s White House hopes proved forlorn. He made himself available for pres-
ident or vice president in 1940, as did former Indiana Governor Paul V. McNutt, but 
declined to challenge Roosevelt’s push for a third nomination. Such restraint illustrated 
Wheeler’s capacity for sound judgment, and Johnson finds prescience in his warnings 
about U.S. involvement in foreign wars and imperial overstretch. Yet the Montanan 
too often ran his mouth—loudly. He suggested that the strain inflicted by Roosevelt’s 
court-packing scheme helped cause the death of Senate Majority Leader Joseph T. 
Robinson. Wheeler’s crack that Lend-Lease would bring America into World War II and 
“plow under every fourth American boy” (264)—a tethering of dead soldiers to the New 
Deal’s crop restriction program—enraged FDR, who called it “the rottenest thing that 
has been said in public life in my generation” (265). Wheeler also declined to condemn 
Charles A. Lindbergh when the prominent aviator and isolationist accused Jews of trying 
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to bring America into the war. Labeled “a political hell raiser” by the New York Times 
(361), the senator ultimately paid a price for “his eagerness” to “buck his party and his 
president” (370). The Federal Bureau of Investigation placed him under surveillance, and 
Wheeler’s opponents tagged him “Hitler’s handyman” in advance of his final, and failed, 
reelection campaign (353).

Bayh’s life stands in stark contrast to Wheeler’s. A “senator’s senator,” according 
to fellow Democrat, Senator Patrick J. Leahy of Vermont (419), Bayh worked through 
the Democratic Party—and with cooperative Republicans—to secure landmark legisla-
tion in areas of transportation (establishing Amtrak and Washington’s subway system), 
disaster relief (foreshadowing the Federal Emergency Management Agency), civil rights 
(for people in institutional settings), civil liberties (the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance 
Act), and patent reform (the Bayh-Dole Act). Bayh championed Title IX, which out-
lawed gender discrimination in education, and shepherded the Equal Rights Amendment 
through the Senate, although the measure failed to obtain the approval of twothirds of 
states necessary for ratification. Bayh made the most of his position as chair of the Senate 
Judiciary Committee’s Subcommittee on The Constitution. As Robert Blaemire notes, 
“he is the only person since the Founding Fathers to have steered two constitutional 
amendments to passage” (4). These were the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, covering presi-
dential disability and succession, and the Twenty-Sixth Amendment, which lowered the 
voting age to 18. Bayh’s body of work, Blaemire demonstrates, made a difference in the 
lives of Americans. The Twenty-Fifth Amendment eased Nixon’s resignation by enabling 
him to appoint a Republican vice president (and eventual successor), Gerald R. Ford, 
following the resignation of Spiro T. Agnew. Title IX opened opportunities for women, 
most visibly in sports. The Bayh-Dole Act fostered innovation and job growth.

Bayh’s ambition expanded along with accomplishments. His temperament re-
mained mild, for he preferred to get along with fellow senators and occupants of the 
Oval Office. First elected in 1962—in the shadow of the Cuban Missile Crisis—Bayh 
grew close to John, Robert, and Edward Kennedy, the last of whom he pulled from the 
wreckage of an airplane crash in 1964. He enjoyed a cordial relationship with Lyndon 
B. Johnson, despite his shift against the Vietnam War in 1968, and he worked produc-
tively with Jimmy Carter, even though he was more liberal than the Georgian. Richard 
Nixon proved a different story. Bayh appreciated the former vice president’s solid testi-
mony on behalf of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment in 1964, and he only reluctantly led 
the fight against President Nixon’s successive nominations of Clement F. Haynsworth Jr. 
and G. Harrold Carswell to the U.S. Supreme Court. Hints of financial impropriety sunk 
Haynsworth; Carswell’s mediocrity and racism repelled a majority of senators; and Bayh’s 
opposition earned him a place on Nixon’s “enemies list” (231). Nevertheless, television 
journalists Eric Sevareid and Chet Huntley declared Bayh the victor in his showdown 
with the White House, which he prepared to capture in 1972. Alas, Bayh withdrew from 
the presidential race when his wife, Marvella, became ill with cancer. That year may have 
been his best shot at the presidency. Bayh’s bid for the Democratic nomination in 1976 
suffered from a late start, fluffy rhetoric, voter preference for an outsider to Washington 
following Watergate, and a skillfully executed primary campaign by Jimmy Carter. Bayh’s 
flaws generally receive little amplification in Blaemire’s fond account. Although the trim, 
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handsome Hoosier proved genial and likable during face-to-face encounters, his formal 
speeches did not always inspire voters. Some critics dismissed him as a lightweight.

Bayh relished life in the Senate, where he pushed constitutional amendments to es-
tablish a single six-year term for the president, extend the term of House members to four 
years, and grant the District of Columbia voting representation in Congress. Only the last 
of these cleared the Senate and House, and it failed to win ratification by the states. Bayh 
especially regretted his inability to replace the Electoral College with direct, popular-vote 
election of the U.S. president. At the same time, and in line with his liberal views, he 
blocked proposed constitutional amendments to permit prayer in public schools, outlaw 
abortion, and ban busing as a means to achieve racial integration.

The successes and shortcomings of leaders such as Bayh and Wheeler are easy to 
discern. As Blaemire explains, effective senators must be able to work within the upper 
chamber, “drafting and passing legislation,” and beyond it, by rallying public opinion 
(419). Bayh and Wheeler did both, for most of their careers. Republicans acknowledged 
Bayh as one of Indiana’s finest retail politicians. His “aw-shucks,” country boy persona, 
coupled with a liberal voting record in Washington, seldom seemed phony, though it 
eventually caught up with him in a Republican state and as the national electorate turned 
conservative: Bayh lost his bid for a fourth term in 1980 to future vice president Dan 
Quayle. Four decades earlier, Wheeler had been a superb parliamentarian in the Senate 
and a popular speaker for the America First Committee. Yet, in reaching for a national 
audience—with a message increasingly at odds with public sentiment—Wheeler left 
himself exposed to events, such as Pearl Harbor, and, ultimately, to vicious attacks.

The works by Johnson and Blaemire stand at contrasting points in the scholarly 
canon. Political Hell-Raiser comes close to being the final word on Wheeler, for a better 
biography is unlikely to be published any time soon. Blaemire, in contrast, provides 
the first word on Bayh, one that lacks the detachment, analysis, and primary research of 
an academic study but, nevertheless, provides insider anecdotes that will enliven future  
biographies. Both studies allow readers to reconsider two important politicians and the 
degree to which senators are able to command national attention, aim for the White 
House, and either assist or exasperate its occupants.

—Dean J. Kotlowski
Salisbury University


