
The Legacy of Carl Vinson

by Sam Nunn*

As nearly every Georgian knows, Carl Vinson served in the United
States Congress for longer than any other individual in our nation's his-
tory. For more than fifty years, from 1914 to 1965, he represented the
people of his district in the House of Representatives with a unique com-
bination of exceptional ability and steadfast dedication. Although the
concerns of his constituents were never neglected and his record was out-
standing in many fields, his career was particularly marked by his con-
stant and deep concern for the national security of the United States.
The advice he offered on many occasions to aspiring young politicians
illustrated the breadth of his vision and his national outlook. The United
States Congress, he warned, has always had a substantial representation
of members who cling too closely to the immediate interests of their con-
stituents, but America is always in need of leaders who place the overall
good of the nation at the top of their list of priorities.

In this respect, as well as in many others, Carl Vinson's service to the
United States was unequaled. His overriding and consistent concern for
the overall well-being of the entire nation was nowhere better exemplified
than in his unparalleled contributions in the area of national defense. As
a member and Chairman of the House Naval Affairs Committee, and
later the Armed Services Committee, Carl Vinson brought to the defense
debate a remarkable measure of foresight that enabled the country to
meet the formidable challenges it faced during his tenure in Congress. It
is no exaggeration to say of Carl Vinson, as Speaker of the House John
McCormack did in 1964: "There is no man who (did] more in one of the
most trying periods of the world's history to bring about a strong and
powerful defense for our country."'

Soon after coming to Washington Carl Vinson set forth the principles
that were to guide his efforts throughout his career. On May 27, 1916,
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with war raging in Europe, he spoke on the House floor of the need for a
strong defense:

Preparedness to increase the efficiency of the Military and Naval Es-
tablishments of the United States is a nonpartisan question, and is not,
should not, and has not, up to this hour of debate, on either side of this
aisle been circumscribed by the narrow limits of party. I am a Democrat,
a believer in the creed of Jefferson and Jackson, but my country and its
safety comes ahead of any party.

In this day of almost world war I have at heart no sectional nor politi-
cal interests, but only the Republic's safety. I am intent solely upon lend-
ing my aid and support, and giving my vote to those preparedness mea-
sures which will increase the efficiency of the military and naval
establishments of this Government to guarantee proper protection to the
Nation's safety.

The peace which the American people so devoutly hope will continue
to be their heritage of to-day [sicj and their legacy to all generations yet
to be born in this Republic, must be insured and guaranteed by adequate
preparation for defensive purposes.2

The message of this young Congressman-that defense cannot be E
partisan issue and that peace cannot be won without preparedness-wah
one that he repeated many times during the next half-century. Carl Vin.
son's remarkable impact on American defense policy and militar3
strength was a result of the qualities that made him one of the legislativw
giants of the twentieth century.

Carl Vinson also possessed the ability and perseverance to understanc
complex issues that others grasped only superficially. No committef
chairman was ever better prepared to deal with his committee's responsi.
bilities. Under Mr. Vinson's leadership, the House Armed Services Com
mittee achieved an enviable, perhaps unparalleled, reputation for nonpar.
tisan deliberation. With Vinson in the chair, the Committee's decisioni
usually were unanimous, an achievement that reflected not only hi.
knowledge and persuasive powers but his evenhanded and fair approacl
to the legislative process.

It is almost impossible to exaggerate Carl Vinson's influence. In addi
tion to his own direct role in the Congress, he tutored many of those wh(
occupied critical decision-making positions. Indeed, former Presiden
Lyndon Johnson served part of his House apprenticeship under Carl Vin
son and was fond of saying that he was a "graduate of Vinson College.'
He was not alone. Although Carl Vinson turned down the opportunity t4
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become Secretary of Defense, nine Presidents and eighteen Secretaries of
War attended the Vinson school of national defense. Moreover, many of
his students remain in the Congress and Executive Branch.

Carl Vinson's record of longevity is impressive, but his record of quality
is infinitely more important. That he was a model Representative was
proven by the great affection and esteem in which he was held by his
constituents, the people of Georgia, and millions of Americans. He was
also a model legislator who earned and kept the respect of several genera-
tions of his Congressional colleagues, including those who disagreed with
him. And he was a true American statesman who possessed the essential
qualities of statesmanship-the willingness and fortitude to take a stand
in the best interests of the country, even if such a position might, in the
short run, prove politically detrimental.

Carl Vinson left a deep and lasting impression on every person, place,
and institution he touched. Baldwin County, the State of Georgia, and
the United States are all infinitely better because of Carl Vinson. He is
already missed, but Thornton Wilder's words aptly describe his memory:
"The greatest tribute to the dead is not grief, but gratitude."




