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commentary

from other pens...

Martin Van Buren
and the golden spoon

Once upon atime there was an American president of regal ambi-
tionsand imperial tasteswho gave the White House thetrappingsof a
royal palace whilelapping up lavish dessertswith agolden spoon.

So said the enemies of Martin Van Buren. Even worse, they added,
all of these presidential fripperies were paid for “with The People's
Cash.” Worsestill, they said, themoney had been spent during asevere
economic slump.

Thecaseagainst Van Buren’salleged extravagancewasmadeby Rep.
Charles Ogle of Pennsylvaniaduring a daylong speech on April 14,
1840. It may have been the most venomous, vituperative and down-
right insulting attack ever leveled against a chief executive from the
floor of Congress.

Ogle'soration hurled every gilded chair, mirror and imported plate
intheWhiteHouseinventory straight at Van Buren’shead. Itisreprinted
inthe springissue of “White House History,” thejournal of the White
House Historical Association.

OgleledtheHouseonarhetorical tour of alleged Van Burenextrava-
gance, from exotic bloomsin the White House gardensthrough al of
the mansion’srooms, not excepting the Blue Room, which he repeat-
edly called the president’s* Blue Elliptical Saloon.”

Reaching the State Dining Room, Ogle followed Van Buren’s
progressthrough anapparently endlessround of lavishbanquets, build-
ing up to these much quoted lines:

“What, sir, will thehonest (Democrat) say toMr. Van Burenfor spend-
ing the People’s Cash in foreign Fanny Kemble green finger cupsin
which to wash his pretty, tapering, softwhite, lily fingers after dining
on fricandeau de veau and omel ette souffle?’

Congressdarenot, thecongressman said, approvea$3,665 appropria-
tionfor “alterationsand repairs’ at theWhite Houselest Van Buren use
the money “for the erection of athrone roomin the Blue Elliptical Sa-
loonandfor thepurchaseof acrown, diadem, scepter and royal jewels.”

The congressman had been little noted before his speech and would
die soon afterward. But hisoratorical romp through the White House
would have an impact when the votes were counted in the uproarious
election of 1840.

William Seale, author of an architectural and socia history of the
White House, callsthe speech “ Ogle' sgreat joke.”

Sedl ewrites, that whilemost WhiteHousefurnishingswereacquired
by earlier presidents, Ogle's speech was not entirely off the mark.

Whatever the facts, the timing of Ogle's speech just months before
the presidential el ection was devastating.

Van Buren’sDemocrats had called William Henry Harrison, the 67-
year-old Whig Party candidate, arustic has-been and suggested here-
tireto alog cabinto drink hard cider, the people'sdrink.

Inaspectacular counterpunchtheWhigsinstantly madeHarrisonthe
Log Cabin candidate, aroughhewn people’s hero. Hard cider flowed
at political ralliesacrosstheland.

When afellow House member was reported to have told the presi-
dent that the sight of a single gold spoon from the presidential table
wouldbeenoughto persuadevoterstoelect hisrival, Oglehad histheme.
Theresulting speech soonbecameknownas* theGold Spoonoration.”

Ferreting out every silk tassel and imported carpet in Van Buren's
White House, Ogletook hislistenersthrough “its spacious courts, its
gorgeous banqueting halls, its sumptuous drawing rooms, its glitter-
ing and dazzling saloonswith all their magnificent and sumptuousar-
ray of goldandsilver ...

Van Buren hadlittleresponseeventhough heasked officialsto certify
that no gold tableware had been purchased during hisadministration.

Harrison won the el ection but died amonth after being swornin.

Congress approved the repair money it had denied Van Buren.

A crownwasnot animmediate possibility for America’ spresidents.

EDITOR SNOTE: Lawrence L. Knutson hasreported on Congress, the
WhiteHouseand Washington'shistoryfor 34 year sfor The Associated Press.
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WASHINGTON — The great orator Adlai
Stevensononcesaid, “ Itisbetter tolight acandle
than to cursethe darkness.”

Last week, President Bush did just that. By
brokering the release of Yasser Arafat from his
house arrest in Ramallah, heignited a flicker of
hopeintotheMideast night. Heshowedthat, work-
ingtogether, theAmericans,Arabsand | sragliscan
choose hope over despair.

Thecynicwill say Bush pressured Prime Min-
ister Ariel SharontoreleaseArafat because Saudi
PrinceAbdullahgaveAmericatheoil squeeze, but
the seasoned optimist seesthe light shining from
that power play.

Israeli foreign minister Shimon Peres detects
something“ positive” inthe Saudi role. It’snot just
theail, heargues, but thewillingnessof the Saudi
royal family to end the standoff between the Ar-
absand the Jewish state.

“The Saudisareimportant tothe United States,
politically and economically,” Perestold methis
week, “and it's not a shame, because there’'s an
interdependenceall over theplace.”

Peres, at 78, said thereisalsoasharpray of light
inthedeal thatistruly historic, thefirst-ever will-
ingness of thismost conservative of Arab societ-
iestorecognizetheright of Israel to exist.

“The Saudis, who are really coming from the
depthsof Arab traditions, have decided to change
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their traditional way of looking at | srael and say the
timehascometo makepeaceby all Arab countries
with Israel under certain conditions.”

Themanwhofought asaleader inlsrael’s1948
war of independenceand served twiceasitsprime
minister admits the difficulty of translating the
Saudi visioninto aspecific peaceplan. Yet healso
sees the hope offered through the breakthrough
Saudi proposal for |srael to give up itsoccupation
of theWest Bank and the creation of aPalestinian
state in order to win Arab recognition of its own
nationhood.

“1f today we see atunnel without alight at the
end of it; in the case of the Saudis, we can seethe
light, but we cannot seethetunnel that leadstoit.”

Peres knows the modern instrument for bring-
ing the Saudi land-for-peace proposal to fruition:
television.

The Saudi royal family needs to broadcast the
ideathat striking adeal with Israel endsthe hated
occupation and gives the Palestinians their own
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country.

Could that mean a dramatic visit by the Crown
Princeto Jerusalem?

“1think thiswill beavery positivestep, but | don't
think it will happen tomorrow morning,” figures
Peres.

Experience hastaught the | sraeli statesman anc
Nobel laureate that the pessimists are sometimes
confounded by reality.

Peres recalled the 1977 visit of the great Egyp-
tian president Anwar Sadat. Just four years after
waging war against Israel, he came to Jerusalem
offering the hand of peace.

“You know, when | look back, the visit of Sadat
toour Parliament cameasasurprise,” hesaid. “ We
haveto keep acertain venuefor asurprise.”

The great hope for Americans, Arabsand I srae-
lisisthat President Bush, Secretary of State Colin
Powell and Peres can build the tunnel. The great
dreadisthat theenemiesof peace— thepessimists
inWashington, Jerusalem and the streetsand capi-
talsof Arabiawill snuff out thelight beforethegooc
guyscan get it.

ChrisMatthews, author of “ Now, Let MeTell You
What | Really Think” (Free Press, 2001) anc
“Hardball” (TouchstoneBooks, 1999), isanation-
ally syndicated columnist for the San Francisco
Chronicleandthehostof* Hardball” onCNBCand
MSNBC cable channels.

A day drained of sunshine

Rising beforedawnto cruisethewires, thefor-
eign press, and an archipelago of Web sitesisa
sure-fireway to start the day inachilled lather. It
washad enoughright after Sept. 11, butthenat least
you could be steeled by an unerring presidential
sense of right, might and Excelsior. These days,
witnessingtheBushadministrationfall forthat old
tar baby trap of the Middle East “ peace process’
andthenlosedirectioninthewar onterror isakin
towatching oneof thosel nterstatechain-collisions
stack up inthe morning fog. Ghastly. Littlewon-
der the shakes set in by daybreak.

Didtheday beginwithapink May blush?Hard
to say. Even aquick scan of, say, the Palestinian
Information Center’ sreport onlast week’ sslaugh-
ter of four Jewsintheir beds—" A Palestinianfree-
domfighter and four Jewishterroristswerekilled
... west of Hebron Saturday” — isenoughtodrain
all color from therosy spectrum outside the win-
dow, particularly onceit dawnson areader that a
murdered 5-year-old girl counts as adead “ Jew-
ishterrorist.”

Doesdaylight hel p?Atypical survey of thenews
imposesafilter of gloom. There' sareport onWhite
House effortsto “temper” pro-lsraeli resolutions
on Capitol Hill, lest word get out wesupport akin-
dred democracy’seffortsto defend itself; aspite-
ful string of lettersto the editor in The Scotsman
(“Israel portrayal as perpetual victim rings hol-
low”); and an ominous newsbrief (“U.S. Failsto
Stop Russian NukeAidto Iran”).

Whilethosepsychedelic photosof cotton-candy
galaxies420 million light-yearsaway madefor a
nicechangeof news-art, they, too, weresomehow
dwarfed by the tsunamis of animus mounting
against both the United States and Israel from
acrosslittle Earth. Our response— ahasty effort
to restore U.S. “credibility” in the Arab world
(whatever that really means) — looks not only
desperate, but suddenly more preciousto usthan
principle.

Onesimpleway to avoid thesea.m. newsblues
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isnottowakeup soearly. Still, that leavestherest
of the day. Another possible salve emerges from
an article about the plight of Israel’s Ethiopian
Jews. Amharicspeakers, theseAfricanimmigrants
liveinavirtual newsvacuum. Thisdoesn’t sound
half-bad until yourealizethat their isolatingigno-
rance, far frominducingbliss, isactually quiteter-
rifying. They see Hebrew-narrated news footage
of panicked crowdsafter anattack— or findthem-
selvesamidreal-lifecrowdsafter an attack—and
arecut off by alanguagebarrier fromunderstand-
ingwhat’ shappening tothemand their new coun-
try. Better to know.

Maybethereal key toegquanimity lieswithinthe
power of positive thinking. That is, maybe ap-
proaching bad news with a better attitude would
help. Take, for example, that big New York Times
story ballyhooingthe" new strategy of joint action
and pressure to break the deadlock inthe Middle
East” lately cooked up between President Bushand
Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince Abdullah. So what
if thisnew accord has nothing to do with a Saudi
renunciation of itsfinancial and religious (not to
mention floridly poetic) support for Islamist ter-
rorism? (The Saudi ambassador to Great Britain
recently published amost odiousodeto ateen-aged
suicidebomber.) Sowhat if it actually grew out of
what the Associated Press described as “ Saudi
criticism that the United States was not putting
enoughpressureon|sragl” ?Think positive: Maybe
“jointactionand pressure” —i.e., sittingon|srael
together — isbetter than none.

Butevenif yousmilewhenyougnashyour teeth,
what to do? Here's where it may pay to follow
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Colin Powell’'sexample. The Secretary of Stateis
abig believer inwhat helikesto call “keeping the
processmovingforward,” and| think | finally know
why. If you can just keep the process moving for-
ward, you can leave behind, for example, the cen-
trality of Saudi Arabian support for terrorism. With
enough forward thrust, even the release of Yasser
Arafat beginsto resemble the “ diplomatic break-
through” it's been hailed as. Sure, America, shin-
ing city on the hill and al that, has used its good
officesto prolong - again— the murderoustenure
of aterrorist dictator. But the process moves.

Distancecovered, however, isn’t alwaysground
gained. Without ashared purpose, any “joint action”
undertaken by an American president and a Saudi
autocratismeaninglessat best. Without amoral anc
strategicbasis, the* diplomaticbreakthrough” that
frees the father of terrorism is equally senseless.
Moving forward may unglue usfrom the sticking
points of reality, but the result isjust ablur. Stop-
pingtotry tomakesenseof itall issurely adisturb-
ing exercise. But better to know.

DianaWestisacolumnistandeditorial writer for
The Washington Times. She can be contacted via
dwest@washi ngtonti mes.com.
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