
TRIBUTES TO CARL VINSON

Carl Vinson: Public Servant,
Humble Hero

by J. Malcolm Moore*

Heroes are in short supply. Heroes filled with humility are so rare that
their very existence is cause for celebration. We cherish their presence
among us. We mourn their passing. Carl Vinson was one of these. His
heroism did not require the cloak of a military uniform. His humility de-
nied him the mantle of broad public acclaim that he earned, deserved,
and dismissed with a quick gesture and word: "My record is in the public
record. If anyone wants to read my biography, they can read it there."

What a record of public service it is! Its length is noteworthy; its pro-
ductivity is awe inspiring. Judge W.A. Bootle' said it best in a December
1977 letter to Mr. Vinson: "Your service is more notable for its quality
than for its duration."2 This letter was. to the man who served longer in
the United States House of Representatives than anyone else in the his-
tory of the Republic.

Although fifty years of service in the House should never be overlooked,
it should not blind even the casual observer to Carl Vinson's contribu-
tions both before and during his more than twenty-five terms in office. In
1902, at age nineteen, he graduated from Mercer Law School. After prac-
ticing law in Milledgeville, Vinson was named county prosecutor in 1904
and was reappointed in 1906. He then capped two terms in the Georgia
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General Assembly by serving as Speaker Pro Tempore during his second
term (1911-1913). Vinson's role in reapportionment probably cost him his
sole electoral defeat. He was credited, no doubt correctly, with engineer-
ing Baldwin County out of the Sixth Congressional District (with Macon
and Bibb County) into the Tenth District (with Augusta and Richmond
County). As a result, the voters of Baldwin County denied Vinson a third
term by a mere five vote margin. Undeterred, he sought and gained from
the Governor an appointment as Judge of the Baldwin County Court.3

Thus began the public career of Carl Vinson.
When Carl Vinson took his seat on November 3, 1914, as the youngest

member of the United States House of Representatives, Woodrow Wilson
was President. When Vinson retired in 1964, Lyndon Johnson was the
occupant of the White House. From Wilson to Johnson, Vinson's career
in the House bridged seven other Presidencies: those of Harding, Coo-
lidge, Hoover, Roosevelt, Truman, Eisenhower, and Kennedy. During his
early years as a Representative, Vinson gained a real understanding of
the value of a congressional apprenticeship and developed a keen appreci-
ation for the role a senior Representative could play as mentor of a junior
member of the House. Vinson fell in love with the House of Representa-
tives and with its demanding committee work.

Critics and reformers of the congressional seniority system tend to ig-
nore the value of the institutional memory that is provided by the stabil-
ity and continuity of senior members. Carl Vinson shared this role with
many. His contribution, therefore, was not primarily his sense of where
we as a nation had been, but his sense of where we as a nation ought to
go. Coupled with his personal and parliamentary persuasiveness, this
sense of the future was, perhaps, Vinson's unique contribltion to the
country's destiny.

Participation in crucial national and international decisions did not
come without an extended apprenticeship. Vinson spent his first sixteen
years in Congress, including seven terms on the House Naval Affairs
Committee, building his expertise. He was prepared for leadership when
the election of 1930 gave the Democrats a majority in the House. As the
senior Democratic member of the House Naval Affairs Committee, Carl
Vinson became its chairman. Never again would it be a do-little or do-
nothing committee.

Vinson's expertise, his sense of history and geography, and his uncom-
mon common sense convinced him that the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans
provided the first line of defense for the United States. In 1925 President
Coolidge had named Vinson, then the senior minority member of the

3. S. Landrum, Carl Vinson: A Study in Military Preparedness 6-7 (1968) (unpublished
M.A. thesis, Emory University).

[Vol. 33



PUBLIC SERVANT, HUMBLE HERO

Naval Affairs Committee, to the Morrow Board, which studied military
air power following the court martial of General Billy Mitchell. This early
introduction to air power helped Vinson foresee that post World War II
aircraft developments would negate many advantages the great oceans
bestowed.

Throughout his forty-eight years of official concern over, and insight
into, military preparedness, Vinson steadfastly followed the constitutional
beacon: Civilian control of the military. He also was guided by a prag-
matic beacon: The military preparedness of the United States must be
second to none.

Probably no one would confuse Carl Vinson with Thomas Jefferson's
"yeoman farmer." Nevertheless, no matter how long he lived in "Wash-
ington City," Vinson's native Middle Georgia and his Baldwin County
farm sustained and nourished him for the increasing rigors of each suc-
cessive congressional session. Thus, in the middle of the Hoover adminis-
tration, Carl Vinson launched his Chairmanship of the Naval Affairs
Committee, deeply committed to the House and its ways, to military
preparedness and naval power specifically, to civilian control of the mili-
tary, and to the rejuvenating retreat given by his beloved farm and neigh-
bors in the heart of Georgia.

Carl Vinson valued his own apprenticeship and attempted to pass on
the benefits of his experience. Often this took the form of ignoring junior
members of the House whenever he could. When he could not, he gave
them every indication that their participation would be more appreciated
if they were more experienced in the House and in their subject-matter
areas. Senator Sam Nunn once told an "Uncle Carl" story that is illustra-
tive. At the beginning of Lyndon Johnson's second term in Congress,
Vinson was attempting to bring his committee to order for its first busi-
ness session. Johnson was insistent as he complained: "Mr. Chairman,
I've been a member of this committee for two years, and I'm entitled to
say something." "All right, Lyndon, say something, and sit down," in-
structed the Chairman.

Similar anecdotes abound, but one more will reinforce the point. Rich-
ard S. Schweiker, the present Secretary of Health and Human Services
and a former United States Senator from Pennsylvania, was a member of
Vinson's committee as a junior member of the House. At one point
Schweiker practically demanded that one of his proposals come to a vote.
Vinson acceded by stating: "Let us now proceed to vote down Mr.
Schweiker's amendment."4

Carl Vinson never sought the spotlight. He learned by listening, not
talking; by observing, not advocating; and by doing his homework, not

4. Fifty- Year Man, NEWSWEEK, Dec. 28, 1964, at 20.
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shooting from the hip. There is probably no better example of his prac-
tice of shunning the limelight than his 1957 trip to Norfolk for a rare
international naval review. He neither sought nor received the dignitary's
treatment that he deserved and that Navy officials were eager to give
him. He attended without officially notifying anyone and sat in an incon-
spicuous seat, well removed from the honored guests. Vinson capped his
day by eating with the enlisted men.5

Sam Rayburn, Vinson's contemporary and long-time Speaker of the
House, characterized his friend from Georgia as "the best legislative tech-
nician in the House." 6 There is little wonder that Vinson lacked patience
with legislative apprentices who behaved as though they were journeymen
or even master legislative craftsmen. This type of behavior was not his
style and such behavior often denied junior members the lessons that
would be valuable to them, to the legislative process, and ultimately, to
the process of governing the Republic.

Vinson's love for the House and its ways often mystifies students of
today as they frequently ask, "Did Mr. Vinson ever run for the Senate?
Well, why not?" Among the reasons, two are prominent. The Constitu-
tion originally specified the House of Representatives as the popularly
elected chamber.7 The seventeenth amendment, which provided for the
popular election of senators, was not ratified until 1913.8 The following
year, when Vinson was first elected to Congress, the House still retained
its prestige as the popularly elected chamber. In one of his few contested
elections, Vinson defeated Tom Watson in 1918. Watson, the old agrarian
Populist, then sought and gained a Senate seat within a few months of his
defeat. Thus, in this instance, election to the Senate was a consolation
prize.

Perhaps because there were fewer Senators than Representatives, mem-
bers of the Senate came to enjoy greater status than their counterparts in
the House of Representatives. Nevertheless, numbers of members and the
differing rules of each house undergirded the second attraction of the
House for Vinson. Each senator has at least three important committee
assignments. In the House a member may have two committee assign-
ments, provided that at least one of them is to a minor committee. Nor-
mally, senior members of the House have only one committee, which en-
ables them to truly concentrate their knowledge and skills. As a result of
this arrangement, committee work in the House tends to be more thor-

5. L. Stockstill, Uncle Carl Vinson: Backstage Boss of the Pentagon, ARMY, NAVY,
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at 27.
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8. U.S. CONST. amend. XVII.
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ough and to have greater impact upon national policy. Vinson's record
and model confirm this importance of committee work in the House. His
place in the House also fit his perception of himself as a workhorse rather
than a showhorse.

National defense policy bore the stamp of Vinson's personal work for
more than three decades. He was the father of the two-ocean Navy. Dur-
ing the depths of the Great Depression, Carl Vinson almost single-
handedly convinced an uncertain Congress that a rusting and weary
World War I-vintage fleet had left the United States less than well pro-
tected. The significance of this accomplishment is difficult to overstate.

Having been unsuccessful with the Hoover administration, Vinson wel-
comed the election of an old Navy hand, Franklin D. Roosevelt. Although
Carl Vinson had the President's ear, he always distinguished between
Roosevelt the friend and Roosevelt the President. In conversation, when
Mr. Vinson referred to F.D.R. as "Franklin," the events occurred during
Roosevelt's days as an Assistant Secretary of the Navy. If the events took
place after March 1933, Vinson invariably called Roosevelt "the
President."

In the early 1930s Vinson was deeply concerned about the United
States' naval production. World-wide depression had not prevented Brit-
ain and Italy from producing more than three times as many naval vessels
as had America. The French and the Japanese were outproducing the
United States more than four-fold. In conjunction with the Chairman of
the Senate Committee on Naval Affairs and with top navy personnel,
Vinson wrote the Vinson-Trammel Act of 1934.10 This Act authorized the
building of naval vessels up to the limits permitted by treaties plus the
replacement of antiquated vessels. In 1936, 1938, and 1939, Vinson spon-
sored and managed in the House measures that variously authorized
continued naval expansion and replacement, new aircraft, and new
installations.

Earlier measures had not been especially easy to pass, but the proposed
Vinson Naval Expansion Act of 1940" ran into heavy opposition, particu-
larly from Senators who had priorities different from naval preparedness.
Vinson's proposal would have added seventy-five ships to the seventy-
nine that were already under construction and the nineteen that had been
authorized but were not yet begun. In order to gain passage, Vinson cut
the proposed increase by more than half.

Less than satisfied, Vinson consulted with President Roosevelt, who
had supported each previous expansion. Roosevelt advised Vinson that

9. Vinson, Chairman Vinson Calls for U.S. Navy in Peace Second to None in Power,
Wash. Times-Herald, Jan. 7, 1932, at -, col. _.

10. Act of Mar. 27, 1934, Pub. L. No. 135, 48 Stat. 503.
11. Act of June 11, 1940, Pub. L. No. 588, 54 Stat. 265.
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the time was not right for further expansion. Heeding different signals,
however, Vinson introduced proposals for additional expansion barely
minutes after leaving the White House and barely three days after an
embattled Senate had passed his drastically reduced Naval Expansion
Act of 1940. One of the signals that Vinson read was the fall of Paris to
Hitler's forces on June 14, 1940, which occurred the day after the Senate
passed the 1940 Act. This meant that the Germans and Italians then con-
trolled the shipbuilding capacities of the Low Countries, Denmark, Po-
land, and France.

The afternoon following introduction of the new Vinson proposals,
Navy shipbuilders asked Vinson's Naval Affairs Committee for 399,000
tons of new ship construction. Between the time that the shipbuilders'
testimony was given and 6:00 p.m., the draft legislation had more than
trebled the Navy's request. The Committee was unanimous in its support
of the requested legislation. After Senate passage a month later, Presi-
dent Roosevelt signed the bill into law. 12

The two-ocean Navy-with Vinson as its father-thus was borne none
too soon. Neither ships nor shipyards could be designed, built, and outfit-
ted quickly. Fortunately for the United States, Carl Vinson's foresight,
persistence, and legislative skill provided an extra eighteen months to
seven years lead time prior to the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December
7, 1941. The Atlantic and the Pacific provided the first line of defense.
With Vinson's help, they were much more formidable. By the end of
World War II, Carl Vinson's two-ocean Navy had become a seven ocean
Navy.

During the War, the Navy grew and aircraft technology exploded. This
explosion necessitated changes in military strategy, in the organization of
the military establishment, and in the organization of the congressional
committees that oversaw that military establishment. The year following
the Allied victory, Vinson maneuvered to thwart the military reorganiza-
tion supported so vigorously by the Truman administration and by of-
ficers of the Army Air Corps who wanted a separate Air Force. A number
of compromises were necessary before Vinson agreed to support the Na-
tional Security Act of 1947.8

Although Vinson gained compromises, he had to protect his gains on
subsequent occasions. Great insights into Vinson's philosophy of govern-
ment and governing appear within those compromises. His strong im-
print remains upon the structure of the defense establishment of the
United States. Vinson sought to avoid the hazards he saw in the concept
of the German General Staff and in the idea of bigness. In other words,

12. S. Landrum, supra note 3, at 44-70.
13. Act of July 26, 1947, Pub. L. No. 253, 61 Stat. 495.
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he was a pluralist. Vinson did not want the new Air Force to swallow up
the naval air arm, and he sought to protect the Marine Corps. Although
coordinated planning could be done by a general staff, Vinson worried
that if members of that staff blundered, the results could be colossal.
With each service planning separately, there were no guarantees; but at
least one branch might foresee the future correctly, thus enabling the
United States to be partially prepared. Coordination rather than unifica-
tion was the basis for the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a group with a chairman
instead of a commander. Another reason for this type of coordination
rather than command was that Vinson did not want the Secretary of De-
fense to rival the President in his constitutional role as Commander in
Chief. Vinson was not only protective of civilian control of the military;
he was also concerned with the existence of congressional as well as exec-
utive control. As he said during a 1962 dispute with President Kennedy
and Secretary of Defense McNamara, "Congress does not want to run the
Department of Defense-Congress just wants to sit at the table and get
across an idea once in a while." 4

When Congress created the Department of Defense by merging the De-
partments of the Army, the Navy, and the Air Force, it also merged its
congressional oversight committees. In the House, the Naval Affairs Com-
mittee and Military Affairs Committee were combined and redesignated
as the Committee on Armed Services. A Republican majority entered the
House in 1946. This denied Vinson, the most senior Democrat and most
senior member of the committee, the initial chairmanship of the House
Armed Services Committee. Vinson had only two years to wait, however,
until the Democrats regained the majority in 1948.

From his positions as senior majority member and Chairman, Vinson
reinforced his views on the structure of the Defense Department not just
in legislation concerning that structure, but also through his efforts to
increase Air Force hardware, often in the face of Presidential opposition.
Vinson and the Air Force sought a seventy-group Air Force: more groups
than either Truman or Eisenhower were willing to support. Vinson later
sided with the Air Force, against Kennedy and McNamara, in an effort to
procure the RS-70 (nee, B-70) bomber."8 Each of these efforts to increase
military preparedness contained a full measure of Vinson's twin philoso-
phies that favored the strongest possible defense and that disfavored sin-
gle-minded, lockstep military planning.

Carl Vinson was a busy man. In one four-year period, 1957 to 1961, he
shepherded 198 bills through the House Armed Services Committee. All
but four passed the House, and 149 of them passed the Senate and were

14. 87 CONG. REC. 4312 (1962).
15. Id. at 4308-15.
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signed into law.' 6 In contrast to the three dozen staff members on today',
Committee, Mr. Vinson had a Committee staff of four to assist him witi
his massive work load. Vinson always kept the pressure on both his staf
and his colleagues who chaired subcommittees: "I don't care what thosf
other committees do. I want to get our bills to the floor first."1 7

A prime reason for Mr. Vinson's insistence on the efficient dispositiox
of legislative matters was his intense desire to return to Georgia. A formel
committee staffer, Philip Kelleher, recalled that members of the staf
knew what would happen shortly after floor action was complete on tho
Committee's bills. "Within a few days, Mr. Vinson would show up wear
ing the most disreputable pair of pale yellow, pin-striped tennis trouser
in the world. He would prowl around the office dressed that way for
few days and then announce that it was time to go home."" With that, ho
would depart for Georgia, Baldwin County, and his farm. From the soi
and from his friends, neighbors, admirers, and compatriots, Carl Vinsoi
drew the sustaining support to see him through another demanding ses
sion of Congress. He assigned other members of the Committee to inspec
military needs in far-away places. Vinson's junkets were to Baldwii
County.

Sustained as he was by the place and the people of his nativity, Vinsoi
returned many blessings to central Georgia. He was instrumental in thl
decision that brought Robins Air Force Base to Warner Robins, Veteran
Administration installations to Dublin and Augusta, the dam and loc]
system of the Savannah River to Augusta, the Federal Building to Macon
and post offices to the entire region. When Vinson succeeded in havinj
U.S. Highway One rerouted through his congressional district, it markeg
the first mile of paved road in many Georgia counties.

Why would a man work so hard for so long, give so much and ask si
little? An answer is neither easy nor simple. Carl Vinson was fond of
poem, "The Bridge Builder," by Will Allen Dromgoole.19 It may giv,
much of the answer.

An old man, going a lone highway,
Came at the evening, cold and gray,
To a chasm, vast and deep and wide,
Through which was flowing a sullen tide.
The old man crossed in the twilight dim;
The sullen stream had no fears for him;
But he turned when safe on the other side

16. Stockstill, supra note 5, at 23.
17. Interview with Philip W. Kelleher in Washington, D.C. (July 1979).
18. Id.
19. W. DROMGOOLE, RARE OLD CHUMS, at - (1898), reprinted in J. MORRISON, MASTEF

PIECES OF RELIGIOUS VERSE, at 342 (1948).
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And built a bridge to span the tide.

"Old man," said a fellow pilgrim near,
"You are wasting strength with building here;
Your journey will end with the ending day;
You never again must pass this way;
You have crossed the chasm, deep and wide-
Why build you the bridge at eventide?"

The builder lifted his old gray head:
"Good friend, in the path I have come," he said,
"There followeth after me today
A youth whose feet must pass this way.
This chasm that has been naught to me
To that fair-haired youth may a pitfall be.
He, too, must cross in the twilight dim;
Good friend, I am building the bridge for him."' 0

20. Id.




