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ABSTRACT

4Thercareer end development of William Penn Adair

- Rogers, as a popular pﬁblic Speaker, beginezon his father's
01ld Home Raneh-oreDog Iron Ranch as it_was elso known. This
‘ranch was'lecated:in the COOWeescoowee,District of the B
Cherokee Nation of-what 1s now the state ef Oklahoma,

His career as a pﬁblio speaker exﬁends_from the
variety stage of New York to the so~ca11ed "legitimate
.stage” to radio to his 1i£erary achievements to the lecture
platform and flnally to his tragic death in a plane crash
near Point Barrow, A]aska, in 1935,

He developed his-early humor on the‘vafiety stage'j
of New York and largely reflected the thoughts of a vaﬁdeu
ville comedian. Wheﬁ'Writing'becamefthe-primary outlet for
his humor, he traﬁsfefred the eame speaking.manneriSﬁs and -
cheracteristice to the printed page. The expression of his
ideas seemed %to be effortless and accidental,

His work and humor was grounded 1nto the events of
his time because Lhe Debre55lon showed him to be a:shrewd
.and penetrating pplitical commentator whesevbasio techniqﬁe
was to take the truth and extend it just bejoﬁd the bounds
of reason produeiﬁg homely jekes rich in flever, Through

his public speaking, he became a humorisﬁ'poseessing a

v



vi
strong sense of comic feeling and goodwill for his listen-

- ers and hearers, B ‘ : -



CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Backgréund

VThe career of Will Rogers provides one of the most
amazing chapters in the study of Americen public address.
Born on his father's 01ld Hbme Ranch in the Indian Terri-:
tory,”he left a placetin'the heafts of Americans, Not
 since Mark Twain had any humorist been so beloved, and in

the years following'hisrdeath he became a legend.

By preparing his observations in the guise of a
homély sage, his countrybby pronouncements reflected thé
pattern of American thought for two decades. AConsequently,
Will Rogers deserves consideration, not only as an histor-
ical figure, but in the make-up of his ﬁasic preparaﬁion
and gualities of humorous discourse, |

Even his inoonsistencies‘confirm his position as a
Spokesman for the people, since_mény Americans shared his
contradictory views., On moét ocbasions he.took the middle
-ground'along with a majority of his hearers. In a few areas

he could be classified as a liberal, but he could also be

tagged a conservative in others. He was suspicious of
intellectuals, but at the same time he counted such intel-
lectuals as Will Durant, Walter Lippman, and H. L. Mencken

1
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asrfriendse In the realm of new ideas and theoriés,lhe 
accepted only a few without'reservétiong On several
_occasions he took the unpopular side of controversial
‘issuves, the General Billy Mitchell court-martial for
example.l He formulated his ideas and erticulated clearly
what ﬁillions of his hearers were thinking vaguely. Someé.
bimes he was right, but he was. always -in ﬁhe forefront of
Américan thought and history. | ” |

Will's formal education was limited to a éhort
session at various schools and a brief spell at Kemper: 
Military Academy. Cowboy that he was, he could not be
coﬁfined to a classroam, nor.could he handle a military
'unlform more comfortably than "shot-gun legglns“ and ropes,
So,,will abandoned school, raised a herd of oattle,.sold
them at a profit andvset oﬁt-to see the Qorld

At twenty-one, he sailed for SouthaAmerioa and
attempted to "cowboy" on the Pampas. With a cowboy's ﬁrge,
.hé shipped off on a cattleboat tb Capetown, South Africs,
where he'got a Jjob breéking horses, Joining & wild west"
. circus, hé worked his}ﬁéy'from South Africa to New Zealand

and Australia, finally reaching San Francisco,

ers. Paula M. Love, CufatoA, Will Rogers Memorilal,

Claremore, Oklahoma, correspondence, April 11, 1970, Mrs.
Tiove pointed out that she oelleved thet Rogers suvported
America's military mlght



When he returned to bthe Indien Territory, he marriéd' 
one Of‘seven sisters from Arkansas, Betty Blake, He met
Betﬁy on his féﬁher's ranch while she.was visiting her
sister. |

In the coﬁrse of his experiences he struggled with
a Lroupe through the southwest, covered the WOrld*s Fair
at St. Louils in 190k, and at twenty~31x, he was a star
‘roper in a wild west show in Madison Square Garden. He
graduated from . the tent to the theater, followed vaude-
ville and in 1917 was on Broadway in Flofenz Ziegfeld's

Follies and Night Frolics, with his rope and wise-cracking

monologue.
From the soécalled "Legitimate Stage,”z he entered

the silent pictures. His first show was Laughing Bill

.sze,B While he starred in—many others, it was in the "sound

pictures  that he really came into his own. From his first =

talkie—They Had To See Parishwmhe.became the great

2For an examlnatlon of Rogers and the "Legitimate

. Stage" see P. J. O'Brien's Will Rogers, Ambassador of Good
Will, Prince of Wit add Wisdom (Philadelphia: The. John C.
WanLon Coo," 1935)., T

3%ee Mrs, Paula M. Love, Rogers Collection (Will
Rogers Memorial, Claremore, Oklahoma), These are available
as a part of the Rogers Collection. For the exact dates,
places and titles, please see the curator, Will Rogers
Memorial, Claremore, Oklahoma.

U1pia,
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American favorite in Lightnin',” followed by Connecticut

Yankee,é State Fair,7 David Harum,B Judgé Pries%,g and
10

Steamboat Round The Bend.

With the great strides in radio, he becams one of
its mostipopulér;artists, In 1930, he brgadcast a seriss
| of fifteen minute talks for which he was paid $350
ﬁinute,ll |

His-literary achilevements were és well received°
At the time of hisvdeath, his comméntary was running in 350
daily and 200 Sunday newspapers, At $3,000 a week, he was ’
the higﬁest ?aid syndicate writer at that time,‘with aﬁ

audience of over forty million readers., He was, also,

“author of 2 number of books, the first Rogersisms, 2

appeared in 1919, His "Lebtters of a Self-Masde Diplomat to

PIbid. -

01pi4,

11See‘National Broadcasting Company, "Bilographies in
Sound," Rogers Collection (Will Rogers Memorial, Claremore,
Oklahoma) ., — : .

lgRogers Collection (Will Rogers Memorial, Claremore,
Oklahoma), ‘




His President," published in the Saturday Bvening Post in

1926, slmost split the nation's side with laughter.,®>

| He went around the world on lecture tours, He was

on his last great adventure when the plane in which he and
.Wiley Post were flyihg aorbss the top of‘thé wald to Russiar

crashed on August 15, 1935, near Point Barrow, Alaska,

Statement of the Problem

We wish to explore the specific tra_iniﬁgy and the
‘:'practices of oral communication of Will Rogeré; we wish,
also, %o explore.the basic preparation, and the gqualities,.
that characterized the discourse of thié successful

practitioner,

Justification for Study of the Problem

Will Rogers, the Oklahoma cowboy humorist and
'philosopher; is perhaps best remembered today for his clever
.bbservations in the guiéé of a homely sage whose common
:seﬁse pronounccments madé him a virtual Amerlcan folk heroﬂ
.Todav, he is remembered for his most famous public utterance

"I never met a man T didn't 1ike,"1LL

1360rrespondence Aprll 11 1970, Mr and Mrs., H. T.
McSpadden to M. R. McSpsadden. oo

, 1”National-BroadcastlnggCompany, op. citb.

For the exact date see Mrs,” Pauld M. Love., See also the
corregpondence of Mr. and Mrs, H T McSpadden who tell of
the "I never met a man I didn'{ like' Days" in the land
of the Cooweescoowee, Correspondence April 11, 1970,



Will's influence was.widQSpfead and varied. He
_used his speech preparation iﬂ order to share his humorous
,fdictums with the mass number of hearers in America, In

1930, John Moffitt, movie editor for the Kensas City Star,

' made thé'Statement: "He is the only man in America who
-consistently is using every known means of reaching the
'public«mstage, scréen, radio, books, magszine, and newsu
papers. 15 | | |

THe moviemakers recognized his importance as a
~national critic and. observer, and‘oonsequently adapted

16

themselves to‘his goings and comings. In vieﬁing
" Rogers! training and preparatidn for discourse, one must
remember that he was often classified aé'a crackerbox-
,:phiIOSOpher who»dgveloﬁed his training with the westward
movement intb the Indian Territory, and especially.the
Cooweescoowee District of the Cherokee Nation, Régers'
audiences in the earl& years were frontiersﬁen who laughed
at his foibles and follies, These individuais were gener-
‘ailybunékilled in community organizat&oﬁ, and complex governwA'
'Vmental organization to them wéé very perplexing. The

ability to laugh at his pronouncements helped the-péople

55ohn ¢, Moffitt, "Will Rogers, the only Stage,
Movie, Resdio and Literary Star, Tells How He Works At
Fun," The Kansas City Star, July 27, 1930, section G, p. 1.

161p34.



| T
find some degrge‘and measure of étability;_thus, some of
Americats first symposiums mef in country Storesa_somewhét
like Oologah; Oklahoma-—-around the éracker 5arréls, From
time to time, Rogers prepared his discourses and spoke
clearly and cleverly from.ﬁhese informal settingsa. From
‘1835, with the emergence of Major Jack Downing, until the
death of Will'Rogers in 1936, America could poinﬁ with
pride to such philosophers as Sut Lovingood, Artemus Wafd,
Petroleum V, Nasby, Bill Arp, Mark Twain, Josh Billings,
and Mr, Dooley, all of whom possessed great power and '
popularitynl7

Rogers; craékerbox philosophy was unique; he shared
a homespun philosophy with emphasis on prepared form which
was distinctively local to Americéa

The purpose of this research and its justification
is, first of all, to discover; examine, interpret, and record
-pertinent fécts about Rogers as a successful practitioner of
| public speakiné; secondly, to assimiiate and interpfet the
afea-of specific'traihing snd art of communication pfeparau
tion that Qill lead to a new understanding and deeper
apprecilation df his specific training; and finally, to

~examine thoroughly the qualities that characterized his

1 |
7Donald Day (ed.), The Autobiography of Will

_Rogers (Bostoni .Houghton MITTIIN Co., I949), pp. xiii-~

Xiv. . ’ '




iniscourse.“ It is hoped that this étudy will reveal the

Q:_scope and importance of Will Rogers' preparatlon while

- laying the groundwork and foundation for future research

- into additional aspects of his art of humorous discourse,

Me thod,

An examination of'Rogersf specific'training in the
 art bf cohmunication-reveals that certain eléﬁents of the
fépeéking'sifuatioﬁ lobm forward as the center of interesfo

"‘AS Lloyd F, Bitzer'poihts out in his wérk "The”Rhetorical

Sltuatlon,"l8 the researcher needs to know and understand

 the nature of those contexts in which speakers or wrlters

:create rhetorical dlscourse: How should they be described?

A whét érevtheir characteristics? Why and how do they rééult

7invthe creation of rhetoric? .

With these quesbions in hind, a specific point of

‘interest is that of-the sub ject matter which Rogers chose

' Aaﬁd the_manner in which he handled the individual subject.

The rhetorical situation presents itselfl ih the critical

>kperiods of our nation's historywwfor the‘will,Rogers

| - rhetorical situation«nl9007to 1935, These péﬁiods of
lAAmerican histbry repreSenﬁ many changes and. Régers dealt

"with‘the rhetorical'Situation in optimistic fashioh, His

lBLloyd F. Bitzer, "The Rhetorical’ Sltuatlon," in
© Philosophy and Rhetoric, Vol. 1, no. 1 (Januavy, 1968),
'_ppe 1-2, . '




9
response to the changing fnmerican scene was always arrest-
ing, and his use of humor and informal approach are par-
ticularly original. Ethos, logos, and pathos are essential
elements of the rhetorical situation and his manner of
prepaeration reveals his good sense and character, while his
style reveals his good will,

In addition to these rhetorical situation factors,
Bitzer points to exigence, audience, and constraints. The
matter of Rogers' life and reputation is essential to the
exigence and analysis of the qualities that characterized
the discourse of this succgssful practitioner of oral com-
munication, His life and reputation were the most essen-
tial elements in regard to his tréining, preparation, and
qualities of the art of spoken diécourse. With regard to
audience, the American public was well acquainted with Will
Rogers before he began his "gabbing" in the Ziegfeld

Follies and Night Frolics—he had been a public figure for

many years and his image was well established in the minds
of rodeo enthusiasts and roping fans, as well as in the
minds of the followers of the vaudeville circuit. Thus,
an analysis of the man's life and character should be
given prime consideration in order that the reader of
situational rhetoric of today might become well acquainted
with Will Rogers as was the audience of the twenties and

thirties.
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'Ihlviewing'the cdnstraints which influence the
‘rhetor and‘can be brought to bear upon audiences, Rogers
structured his preparation for public utterances around
the economic, social, andvpolitioal concérns of fhe twenties
‘and thirties, fbr'these concerns were the primary subjects
of his spoken discourse. An:anélyéis of the qualities
that~characterized his disépurse and the manﬁer in which he
haﬁdled thege sub jects or-constfaints, where emphasis is
placed upon his revelation of.the depression situation
between 1929 and 1932 and good sense, follows the rhetorical
situaﬁionvas pointed out by Lloyd Fo Bitzer. With regard
to the total rhetorical sitﬁation, consideration should be
given to Rogers' effortleés.and seemingly'acoidental style
of presentation; the manner in which he revealedvhis good
will through his specific tréining; prebaration, anquﬁali-
ties of discourse, Specific consideration should be given
Aalso to an analysis of his humor and informal.approach°

Finally, the relationship between the speaker and
héarers should»be emphasiiede Modérh fhetorical critiés
‘have become basically cqnéerned with this concept, for the
audience 1s the element whiéh determines whethef or not the
preparation has been effective and successful, Aécordihgiy,»
emphasis should.be‘placed upon thevqualities charaotefizing,

the discourse itself.
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. Materials Available

A number of studies of Will Rogers have been com«i
pleted. A noteworthy unpublished dissertation by Mr. E.
P, Alworth, "The Humor of Will Rogers," in 1957, points
'-oﬁt Rogers_embodiedvthe philosé@hy of many of ﬁhe cracker-~
box philosophers_,l9 " However, in mbre specific terms, thosé
in the field of speechvare rather general in total per;
spective. In 1952, William Ralph Green complete&la
master's thesis at the Stabe University of Iowa entitled,
"An Analysis of the Use of Humor in Three Representative
Speeches of Will Rogers,"zo Another thesis in the field of
humorous analysis was completed by Helen Siegelin at Miami
University in 1965. The title'of her work was "A Rhetorical
Anaiysis of the Use of Humor by Will Rogers, Sénior, in

21 These two theses deal with

Selected Public Performan¢es°”
. a general analysis of ‘humor employed in specific speeches,
’A‘doctoral.dissertation éntitléd "The Rhetorical Techniques:’
of Will Rogers," by william Brown of the University of Okla- .

homa, analyzes the concept of Rogers as the epitome of the

American dream,

19See Mrs. Paula M, Love, Thesis and Dissertation
File (Will Rogers Memorial, Claremore, Oklahoma),

ZOIbid,>

2l1pia,

221pid;
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‘The Spécific training in the art.ofboral communica-
tion, preparation, eand qualities characﬁerizing the dis;
courses of Will Rogers have virtually been ignored by
researchers. Will Rogers' preparation is éssential for a
full und@rstandinv'of hjs success as a speakef His
presentetloms have never been analyzed in deptb as far as
preparat10n3 specific training, and qualities of discourse
are concerne&, The.original radio-trahscripts of the
speécheé broadcast in the years of 1933‘through 1935 spon-
sored by the.Gulf 0il Company were glven to the Will Rogefs
Memorial Commission in Clarémore, Oklahoma, in 1966023 The
bahquet'speeches and iecture tour addresses are avaiiable
on loan from the Will Rogers Memorial through the Curator,
'Paula'Mcspadden Love, "The speeches of Rogers! later years
have beeﬁ avai1ab1e for research ﬁurposesffor some time;
however, no specific study of these speeches has been con-
ducted, These speeches are especially intereéting because
~because of the preparation Rogers utilized during the

critical periods of American 1life in his later years. In

, ~

some of the specific speeches, Rogers appeared to be build-
ing up end "shorlng up'" the image of the- Pr931dent of the
United States and attempting to restore confldence in the
American systemxof govermment through the turbulent years

of' the .depression.

. Ziﬂill‘ﬁogers Radic Broadcasts ' (JWll Rogers: - .
Memorial, Claremore, Oklahoma).
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His banguet speaking and broadcast talks have been
gelected and in éddition‘to these sources, the researcher
'wa$ able to obtain séveral of the 6riginal'manusoripts
which Rogers used in preparing his discourses;--These are
on.the loan file of the Will Rogers Memorial fof graduate
study to all major colleges and universities., They were
consulted in order to note the differences between the
actual presentation and what was originally prepared for
the particular occasion. |
| -A speeker whovneeded and enjoyed audieﬁcé éontact,
Rbgeré preferred not to speak on the‘radio, for his immedi-
éte studio audience was small, and he Was.festrained by
exact timing, However, Rogers acknowledged that radio was
a popular instrument for réaching a grest many Americans,-‘
Of the 29,90l,663 homes reported in the United States
"census for the year 1930, approximatelj’Zl,MSS,?Q@ Wwere
eguipped with'radios inrjanuary of IQBSQZM This number
adcounts for approximately seventy per cent of the housé-
holds in the United'states.zs on the basis of mess poten-
tial appeal alone, one must conclude that the ra&io speeches

of Will Rogers represent important documents for studying

2”‘See Malachi Topping, Department of Radio-~Televi-
'Sion, Oklehoma State University, Stillwater, Okleahoma,
correspondence April 11, 19?0o

251pid,
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speech preparation, specific training, and qualities of
discourse. These aspects are intricately connécted'and
involved ﬁithrthe peréonality of Rogers himself,

In addition to the sources prev1ously mentioned,
many folders of orlgLnal reference material from the

Rogers Collection of the Will Rogers Memorial have been

‘placed on the loan file for graduate'research through the

Will Rogers Memorial Commissionland Curator, Mrs, Paula -

‘McSpadden Love@26

ZéFor a detailed exemination of the Graduate Research

Files of the Rogers Collection one must visit the Will
Rogers Memorial, Claremore, Oklahoma., One must see the
beautiful statue of Will Rogers by Jo Davidson standing
in the foyer of the Will Rogers Memorial and feel the
- .reverence and the stillness as if one is standing within a

church or chapel., One must also visit with Mrs. Love
and see the files that graduate students have the opporw
tunlty to observe.




CHAPTER II

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT AND CAREER OF
WILL ROGERS AS A SPEAKER

Birth and Beginning

_Born on Clement Vann Rogers! 01d Home Ranch in the
‘Cooweescoowee District of the Cherokee Nation, November Iy,
1879, William Penn Adair Rogers'grew up in what is now
the state of Oklahoma,

Many years ago the Indian territory was absorbed
into the state of Oklahoma, but when Will was a
little boy, it was an unsettled and extraordinary
“country and the home of the Five Civilized Tribes-—
- the Cherokee, the Choctaw, the Chickasaw, the
‘Creek, and the Seminole Indians,
The 01d Home Rsanch was located near the Verdigrié
River near a small settlement community of_Cherokee Indian
ancestry—OQologah., With the coming of the railroads, the
entire Cherokee Nation began a new era of growth and
development, Fences were built and the open ranges began
to disappear.
Accordingly, Clement Vann Rogers fenced off thousands

of his rich grasslands along the Vefdigris River, and was

one of the first to introduce barbed wire into the

— 27Betty Rogers, Will Rogers: His Story as Told by
His Wife (New York: Garden City Publishing Co.,, 19437,
p. 30. . ' ' :

15
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territofyo ‘He Shipped‘purebféd pulls to breéd to hiérlong—.
horn coﬁs in order to.improﬁe his herds., As a résuit of |
.these new developments, Clém;sicattle businesé gradually
changed from grazing longhorns on the bluestem ranges to
feeding'shorthorns.in'fenced pastures¢28

IWill was the son of pioneering parents eaéh of whom
was part:Cherokeee His féther,was a rancher and took a
very leading role in the affairs of the Indién Territory,
and the Cherokee Nation in particular. His mother, Mary
Schrimser Rogers, wanted her son to become a Methodist
Minister. While his mother impressed upon her édn the tra-
ditioné of the Methodlst Church, his father played the

~

dominant role and retorted that "there is Damn little money
29 |

in it. " In his early years, Mary Rogers was in very poor

health and much of his care was left to a Negro woman, Aunt
Babe Walker. She was a very kind individual who read the

Bible when she had nothing else to do, or sang religious

hymns.,

"Gome here, Willie'" she would call, - "The
good Lord say, 'suffer 1little children to
come unto me,.!'" Years later Will admitted
that this frightened him because he did not
"want to suffer.

7

28Ellsworth Collings, The 01d Home Ranch (Stillwater,
Oklahoma: - Redlands Press, 196}, p. vii. . _

' 29Donald Day, Will Rogers: A Biography (New York:
David McKay Co., 19627, p. LL.

30

Thid.



| | | 17
As he grew older, Aunt Babe'ls Husband took chargé of the -~
boy. | vv | | 7

It waé Unecle Dan Walkerrthat interested Will Rogers
in an activity that would latef.lead him to vaudeville,

the Ziegfeld Follies and Night Frolics, and into pictures

as a talking success-roping. Uncle Dan Walker made young
Will practice religiously,'and make every throw perfect.
Every loop should be made and thrown with pfecisibn; from
the "horse-catch" to the "Blocker" loop to the steer and
calf roping loops. Uncle'ban wa1ker watched and corrected
the youngster at every throw. "Naw, naw Willie,ﬁ he would
grumble, "thaﬁ ain't the way to do it. Hold yo‘ rope this- ‘
away, “311 It was also at this early age that roping got |
hlm\nnto a great deal of trouble:

Tolerant of most things, Willie's constant roping
of everything in sight, particularly inside the
house, annoyed his mother. @ One day when a
neighboring woman was visiting her, Willie kept
roping various objects in the room. "If you don't
guit that, Willie" she threatened, "I'11l spank
you.," Willie kept right on roping. Mary got bto
‘her feet and started toward him.  Instantly his
loop flashed out and as it settled over her head,
he drew it tight, pinning her arms to her sides,
As she still moved toward him, he backed away as
he had seen good roping horses do, Finally, she
sbopped, shook her head, and burst out laughing.
"If you'll promise not to spank me," Willie offered,
shaking a warning finger at her, "I'1l turn you
loose, "32 -

3l1pig, p. 12.
321p14.
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In addition to his instruction in roping from Uncle
Dan, he got éccustomed7to horses, He studied the way men
got on thelr horses, turning the horse's head with the rein
so 1t would not start off before they were in the saddle,
and how they swung up in one quick, graceful movemeht; then
'handled the reins lightly so as not to injure the horse's
mouth with their movements. His first experience with
horses came one morning after Will had pleaded with his
father to gét him a horse, At the age'of_five, his father
agreed to get him a horse. His. father presented him with
his flrst borse on a Wednesday mornlng follow1ag the family
breskfast. o
Thé boy raced outside, followed by his father and
the rest of the family. There 'stood Uncle Dan
Walker holding the reins of a small sorrel mare
with an arched head, She had on a saddle, Uncle
Dan handed the reins to Willie. He took them,
held them tight, placed a foot in.the stirrup and
tried to swing up. As he did so, he slackened the
reins and the pony started forward.

"Watcn out, Clem, hé'1l get hurt," Mary called out.

"Try again, Willie," said Uncle Clem; motioning
Mary to be quiet.

This time Willie pushed the reins too tight and
the pony circled on him,

"pPlédde Clem,"
"Iy again9Willie?"

This time he made it. With a touch of the rein
he turned the pony, rode out the open gate and



| 19
down a lane towafd thé river, waving to them
as he passed out of sight.
Never losing touch with the 014 Home Reanch environ-
ment, Rogers kept his identification with rural America,
fhe horse he received and his work'wiﬁh Uncle Dan Walkér
‘bséame part of his public imagé, his reverence for the
faith of plain péople, %hé §haracter-and temperamént of a
'région, as well as its commoﬁ sense, ére réflected in.its
laughter., The 01d Home Rahbh-gave Régers thé pose and‘out—
look that marked him thrﬁuéhbut his life. The early yeafé
V ga#e him, whethervhe was COnscious of it of-not,'the syStemv
behind his humor. It can be described in one worduwtruthvr
It is one of the most ancient remedies and formulas for
comic sp/irite And; truth was the chief source of the purpose
and motive in his public utterancés within the depression
situation. That,'in thé 1a§t analysis, was what ﬁhev01d
Home Ranch gave Will Rogers,

71WMEducation

Much of Wiil Rogers? wit was developed from topics
suggested By his early educétional éxpérienoeé, ,Hé weﬁt to
live with his sister,'Sallie and her husband, Tom McSpadden,
The life was pleasant but the Drumgoole School with its
Very uncomfortable split-log, backless benches did nob |

appeal'to him,

33%’ pe 160
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When he reﬁurned from school each'day, he practiced
roping én.the réncholand of the McSpaddehse After one
year of school he was promptly sent to Harrell Institute,
a girls! school, in Muskogee, Oklshoma. Undoubtedly, Clem
Rogers felt thaﬁ this school would providé a more condu-~.
sive atmosphefe for sﬁudy, He roomed with the prinéipal'é
SOﬁ, and on this peaerticular occasionsrClem would not let |
his soﬁ have his horse with him. |

_After this ﬁarticular academic arrangement, Clem
Rogers next sent his son to a Presbyterian Mission School
' in Tahlequah, Oklghoma—wthe capitol of the Cherokee Nétionv
,Unfdrtunately; Will did not last until Christmas. He
became extremely untidy in his dress, let off Indian war
whoops in the halls, and refused to obéy orders;BM
| With the coming of another_academicfyear, Clem next
" sent Will to the Willie Helsell College, which would be
classed as a juniér high school today. - This time Will
remained four yeérs in what were possiblf his happiest
school aayé.A He was very good in the dramatic productions
and_elocutionary‘activities of his olassés, This was due
-partly to mahy_of the neighboring boys and éirls being

35

- there. After a four year stint‘at Scéfrett_Collegiate

Institute in Neosho, Missouri, Clem decided that the boy

[

g .
351bid., p. 21.
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neéded discipliﬁe that.oniy e military schooi could offef.
On Januery 13, 1897, Will enrolled in.Kemper Schodl,
BoohéViile, Missouri,

Eighteen years old at the time, on arrival

" he created & sensation with his ten galTon
oowboy hat, flaming red flannel shirt,
fancy vest, and a red bandannsa handkerchief

" knotted at his throat. His trousers were
stuffed into high-heeled red top boots with

“Jingling spurs. A number of ropes of gRPlOUS
sizes were coiled around his suitcase.

At Kemper, the—paféding in full dress uniform,
brass buttons and hlgh ornamented collar, appealed to him
_and‘for a few weeks he kept his rlfle'lmmaculate, the
vbrass on his uniform sﬁined, his bunk heatvand orderly.
But- then he lapsed into his old csre]ess ways As
Colonel A. M. Hitch, the superintendent of Kempef School,
pbiﬁted out: |

In his studies he excelled in the "talking
subjects" where he could "bull' his way

through or where his phenomenal memory served

him well. "He glanced through a 1list of the

books of the 0ld Testament once," a classmate
recalled, "and rattled them off like an alarm
“clock." He excelled aslso in "elocution,"

where the teacher who usually emphasized the
correctness of gesture and pronunciation,

realized that Willie was an exception to the ,
"rule, He soon became known as the school wit ., .. . .
"Just think of it," a classmate said later, :
"there's Will Rogers getting big money for saying
- the same thlngs over the radio he got aemerltS'

for saying in the mess hall at Kemper. w37

’36Colonel A. M. Hitch, 'Cadet Days,”'Kemper Publi-
catlons 1935, p. L. ' :

- 3T1bid., pp. 7~ 11
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The military school gave Will Rogers the "talking
subjects' that herimménéely enjojed, And in evaluation
of his edﬁcationél success wiﬁh public speaking, he
developed the casual manner of expressiﬁg_his humor that
became part of his pose. Here, at Kemper, most of‘hisv
humor appeared to be spoﬁtaneous; vet, it was not his
ambition-—at this point--to be a public speaker, élthough
he really won the fame and reputation from his miliﬁary
V'cadet schoolmates, In his elocutionary classes he.took
considerable pains, errjing and éttem@ting to get his
maberial truthful and funny. . It wésrthis Same stylé that.
he would use in answering a serious question in the class;
‘room in such a way that his classmates were.in an uproar
béforeuthe answer wWas over. ~This style followed him
throﬁgh his 1ong éareer, It was the stjle of a rafher
shy'céwboy who made his observationé in a rather timid
manner, yet, beneath that pose of igﬁorance and studied
caraleésness,_a greatrdeal of pr@pafation had gone into
what he was going to say. This role was synonymous with

~him in everything that he did and saida38

Travel
It was in 1898 that Will arrived in Higgins, Texas,

at the ranch home of his Kemper classmate and a friend of

2 .

38Paula M. Love, curator, Will Rogers Memorial,
Claremore, Oklahoma, correspondence April 12, 1971.
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‘Clem.Rogers, W; P. Ewingewwhd promptiy'wrote Clem Rogers - |
and- informed him that his son was there and asked what to
~do with'him; Clem Lold Mr, Ew1ng to try and get W1ll to-
work, and if young Wlll dld not earn his board he would -
pay the.aliference‘
After four moﬂths-of "cowboying' in the Texas
' country, Will reburned bo bthe 0ld Home Ranch. Olem told
| his son’: h | | B - |
You'tre the only child I have at home noﬁ, éince
May married, and if you're bound to punch cows,
there's no need for you to leave, I'm going to
give you this Dog Iron Ranch, lock, stock, and
barrel, It's yours and you can run it the way
you want to, There is a farmer and his wife
- there now and you can keep them 1f you want to 39
This was a very lonely tlme_for Wlll,“ HlS sisters
were married and had families of'their own, while his
father was concerned with his financial and bu31ness
1nterests in Claremore, Oklahoma, In 1900, and fhe years
_ follow1ng, Wlll w1tnessed the death of his mother and a
great change in the Old Home Ranch., At this time in
lifé, he grew restless and wanted to see the great cattle
country of South America;_ Hé proposed selling the 0ld
Home Raﬁch and the cattle'along with it. - His idea was to
sell the ranch at a profit and set out for Argentina,

Unable to talk him out of the notion, Clem
bought the cattle but would not permit him

;39Day, willbﬁogerss A'BiOgPéPhYs p. U47.
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to .dispose of the land. The absurdity of
Will's dream soon revealed itself. The
extent of the knowledge about the country
manifested itself when nobody in the Indian
Territory ﬁould tell him how to get to
Argentinal » ,

However, in 1902, wWill sold the cattle to his
father and, with $3,000 in his pocket, headed for New
Orleans for the Argentine, He quickly became disillu»
sioned with South America. And, instead of making big
money in the cattle business there, his biggest worry
was‘wondering where his next meal was going to come from.
From South America, he sailed for Africa., The thirtywtwo
day trip to South. Africa was catastrophlc for will., The .
sailing vessel he was on was a cabttleboat,

-The ship was a modern Noah's: ark with horses
and mules below, cows on the deck, sheep were
-where the crow'!s nest should have been., Most
of the crew was German except an Irluhman who
~was the veterinarian.
It seemed that the veterinarian spent most of his time
curing Will Rogers! seasickness,

In 1902, Will made his way to a wild west show in

Johannesburg, South Africa. He demonstrated his prowess

with the ropes.and was hired as the sﬁar~roper in Texas

Jaékfs>wild West Circus:

LO1pid., .p. L1.
ullbiqo, p. Ll. -
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He was billed as "The Cherokee Kid," and

from the beginning was the star attraction

- of the show, From Africa, he worked his
© way with the show to New Zealand and

Australia, where he jJjoined the Wirth Show,

owned by Mae Wirth's father.

Wﬁile touring with these shows, Rbgers'developed a Wﬁole
bag of roping tricks«~the-”Blocker;” the "ocean-wave,"
tﬁe "butterwfiy;” and the ”Teias skip."  By the time Will
reéched New Zealaﬁd and Australia, he had enough money to
book third class bassage home. When he reached San
Francisco he had been away for aimost three yesrs and had
tra#eled over 50,000 miles-—most if it seasick, ‘"when
Willie got back home," Uncle Clem told a friend, "He was
S0 Broke he was wearing'overalls for dfawers."u3 '

7 Will headed for St. Louls where Colohel Zach Mul-
hall was puttihg'ﬁogether a-showvat his.ranch that ﬁoﬁld o
eventually eppear at the WOrld;s Fair in St. Louis,
Rogers_was offered a spot in the show and would appear
with the same routine.that he had developed_with Texas
Jack and the Wirth.shows; Duringltbese shows Rogers would

explain his rope tricks, and underneath his mask of

"Tgnorance" was a well-mannered and cultured man with a

- L2p, 5. 0'Brien, Will Rogers: Ambassador of Good
Will, Prince of Wit and Wisdom (Phlladelphia: The John
Cb WinStOn COp; 1935)9 pe 326 '

uBDay, Will Rogers: A Biography, p. L48.
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shrewd, trained.mihd; During the Mulhall show, the
Colonel was unable to furnish the stock and é great many
arguments developed. Will wrote his fathef, Clem Rogers,
that: | | | |

Mulhall and the boss stable man got into a
scrape and after the show last night, they
met out front when all the people were coming
out and got to shooting. A boy that was
standing near was shot in the stomach and it
is doubtful if he will get well. A cowboy
trying to stop the scrape was shot through the
side. Mulhall did most of the shooting. and if
he had hit the fellow he was shooting at, it
would have been all right,

After thié unfortunate incident, Will joined a
smaller show and finished his routine and jaunt iﬁ St.
Louis. However, hé.was laying the groundwork for his- jump
to vaudeville. Through his work .with horses énd roping,
Charléy Tompkins, the show manager, pointed outb:

We had our sleeping quarters over the horse
stebles. Every morning, as soon as daylight
would come, Will Rogers would be up and down

in the arena practising with his ropes, trying
out new tricks. He did this while the other
cowboys lay in bed until breskfast was called.
I have at times sat and listened to some fellow
pop off as to how he taught Will Rogers all that
Will knew about roping.  Merk it down from me:
No one taught Will Rogers fgythinge He got it
the. hard way by hard work. -

MMWill Rogers to his father, Clement'Vanﬁ'Rogers,
“original-letter dated June 20, 190lL, Rogers Correspondence,
(Will Rogers Memorial, Claremore, Oklazhoma).

_ Loch aries 1. Tompkins, '"01d Trail Drivers Associa-
tion," Will Rogers Memorial Hdition (San Antonio, Texas:
Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association, 1953), p. 10,




Pilled with enthusiasm for his act, Will joined the
ColonelrMulhall troupe again fo put together a show that
~was headed for Madison Squafe Garden for the following
summer. It was also at thié time Will put. together another
typé bf show, only this oné lésted his lifeﬁime° Will metv
Betty Blake in Ooclogah, iﬁ 1899, while she was visiting
her Sistéerora Marshaii, whoée husband, Will Marshall,
was the railroad station agent. While he hadrmény girl
friends; Betty Blake was fhe one to whom he always

L6

returned. Rogers was well established in vaudeville when

. he mérried her in 1908. From Will's early career as a
star foper in the wild west shows,'this indifferent educa -
tion supplied him with the.material for somelof his best
quipsov It was his favorite pose ‘to joke about these shows
and, undoubtédly, he couvld always find some ubterance

that would cause a laugh but which contained a great deal

of wisdom.

.Rogers!' Career as a Stage Personality

The first chance to appear on the stage came in
April of 1905. Will shipped "Commanche" and "Teddy" his
foping horses to New York.r In Madison Square Garden a

steer jumped a chute gate and ran among the spectators,

as the New York Herald reported:

g

Paula M. Love, correspondence, April 10, 1971.
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The Indian, Will Rogers, ran up the twenty-
seventh street side and headed the steer off,
As it passed the corridor again into view of
the spectators he roped the steer's horns..
Alone and afoot, he was no match for the
“brute's strength, but he swerved it down the
steps on the twenty-seventh street ring.
Immediately, the ropes of a dozen cowpunchers
fell over it guickly from all sides, and it
was brought down with a quick turn and lea
from the track, L7 :

Will used this write-up in fhe ﬁQWSpapers‘as publicity
for himself. He was booked into‘Keith’s,Old Union Square
Theatu;y and after a week at.thiS‘spot, moved to Hemmer-
stein's, one of the greatest vaudeville theaters of that

time. As the Néw York Herald revorted:

‘Will P. Rogers, the sensational lariat thrower
is making his first appearance at the Paradise
: Roof and has proved a sensation in every way.
‘. The novelty of his act lies in the dexterity
and oddity of what he does, and the whole act
makes a oﬁgrmlnc specialty well out of the
ordinary.

Rogers remained on the Hammerstein Stage>for>the fémainder
of the summer'and.made personal-appearanées elsewhers,
There was s greatbdeal of novelty to the act that Rogers
put together, - As his bngraphy_pointed out:

Buck Fclee astridé "Teddy" wouid come galloning

out of the wings across the stage and in the
twinkling of an eye Will's 1ar1at would dart

: Ltwgiga Rogers, ™ review of Rogers! éct‘Madison
Square Garden, New York Herald, May 28, 1905; Scrapbook
1-4 (Will Rogers Memcrial, Claremore, Oklahoma).

hﬁlbida
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out, roping both the rider and the horse,
- He would follow this up with an amazing
variety of trick roping, and close by doing
the bilg crinoline astride ”Tﬁgdy" who would
back up as the loop widened,™
One specific performance gave Will the push he
needed that sent him into the coveted Ziegfeld Follies,
At this performance, Will walked down front and motioned
~the orchestra to stoplaying:
| I want to call your sho nuff attention to
this 1little stunt I am going to pull on you,
as I am going to throw two of these ropes at
once, catching the horse with one and the
rider with the other. I dopn't have any idea
I'11 get it, but here goes.
After this brief moment of spoken discourse, the audience
started lsughing, and as he finished his act he stormed
off the stage determined never to "open his trep again."
It took Betty Rogers a great many hours of persuasion to
_conVince Will that he was funny and that it was his indi-
viduality that was the core of his humor. She convinced
him to use himself instead of horse and rider—and con-
sequently, Will trusted her judgmené above all others.
Whenever & new contract was to be signed, he never'put a

pen to the paper until he first consulted "Blake." TIn

the later years, he would read his work to her before

uQOriginal Notes, Vaudeville File, Rogeré Collec~
tion (Will Rogers Memorial, Claremore, Oklahomsz).

501pi4,




sending it
stand s§me
becaﬂse he

point, If
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out for publication. If she failed to under-

reference to politics, he would change it

reasoned that others might, also, miss the

his work on the stage falled to amuse her, he

would throw it aside, and try something new and differ-

'ent,S;

O0f Rogers' success in meking the transition from

a horse and rider vaudeville routine to personsl mono-

logue, Richard Henry Little, a critic for the Chicago

~ Tribune, observed:

The - accomplished Mr. Rogers not only delights.
the audience with his amazing dexterity with

the lasso, but even more with his running f ire
of small talk. The great beauty of Mr. Rogers'
conversation i1s that he is never quite through.
He msakes a remark and apparently marks a period
by doing some tricks with the lasso and the part

of the

audience that sympathized with his state=-

ment applauds madly. Then Mr. Rogers drops
another remark that is dismetrically opposed to
his first statement and starts another section
of the:audience to great applause. But as this

tumult drops down he makss still another comment

along the line of the original thought that is
a trifle more pertinent than either of the first
two and differs widely from themﬁs

: Rogers played in vaudeville from 1905 to 191lL,

though he appeared in several musical shows, It was. in

1916 that he went into the Ziegfeld Mid~Night'Froiics

1
0'Brien, p. 41.

2 ' - '

Richard Henry Little, review of "Will Rogers,™
vaudeville act, Chicago Tribune, July 1, 191L, Notes
Folder (Will Rogérs Memorial, Claremore, Oklahoma),




"Oon the Roof" and the following'jear-into’the Ziegféld
Fblli—és,s3 FlérenZ'Ziegfeld specialized.in glorifying
the American girl. His true genius and showmanship was
within the confines-of’selected girls coupled with.a
;uhiqﬁe taste for costumes and séttings.- There were many

~comedlans involved with the Follies and Mid-Night Frolics -~

"01ld Banjo Eyes" Eddie Csntor and the master cpﬁedian,

Ww. C. Fields. It was at this point in his career that
Will Rogers did some of his most unique and sincere work. .
Will tried to aglter his matefial every single night.

The reason for such alternafion wasvsimply the fact that
individﬁals "On the Roof" constituted a relatively small
group that oamé back night after'night, ‘Therefore, he
had,tq‘change his routine almost nightly.

Accordingly, his act had to have jokes that mdvéd
with the occaSional‘fope trick he was performing. He
would amble out on stage chewing gum and possibly-fire a
1 remark that came out ”Muoﬁ;Oblige;"v He would begin with
something like the»“butternfly”rrope trick, roiling,the
rope loop over from left to right dn time wifh what he
was talking aboutbt: |

See'wheré Henry Ford's peace ship has landed
in Holland . . ." He punctuated this with a
spin of the rope as all eyes turned to him. . . .

"Got all them pacifists on board . . ." another
- spin, "Holland's welcome to em'! they aint't

SBPauIa'Mg'Love,_correspondence, April 10, 1971.
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‘much good to us . ., ." another spin of the
rope- "Ford's all wrong, instead of taking a
lot of them high powered fellers on his ship . . ."
another spin "He shouldfve hired away all these
Ziegfeld pippins . . ." another spin ", . , He'd
not only .got the boys out of the trenches by ‘
Christmas . . ." another spin "But he'd have
Kaiser Bill and Lloyd George and Clemenceau
shootin' craps to seﬁ which one'd head the line
at the stage door. nSl '
Rogers won his way into Ziegfeld's heart the first
time he appeared in the Follies 'in 191k, From this time
- .on, Rdgers began'speaking‘to all of the wvarious gr@ﬁps
around New York, and conseouently this is where so many
of his early speeches were glven. He haturally played all
the benefits he could p0531bly work in and proved to the
~public he was a "spell binder" as a public speaker.55
After his appearances in the Follies and Mid-Night
FroliQi, Semuel Goldwyn, the producer, persuaded him to
quit Broadway and try his luck in pictures in 1919. How-
ever, in 1921,‘he returned to New York arnd again joined
Florenz Ziegfeld’s cést. One must remember that at tﬁis
time the motion picture industry wentrthrough some rather
violent reshuffllno and reorganlzatlon Rogers asked

Goldwyn for a raise and Golawyn declded to let Will go.

He tried going into production for himself, but the pictures '

S | | -
Original Notes, Ziegfeld Follies File, Rogers

Collectlon (Wlll Rogers Memorial, Claremore, Oklahoma).

SSPaula M., Love, corréspondence, April'lO,-lQ?lé
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did not prove to be financially successful,  One particué
- lar bit'of roping makeé one'picture stand out as a master-
piece of artisticvendeavoro He used a white rope and a
black roping pony nemed "Dopey" for this picturse entitled'

The Roping Fool. It shows Rogers using a "Blocker" loop

with a "roll over" ocean wave in his "catches, ™
When Rogers returned to New York he appearéd in

Shubert's Winter Garden. He supplemented hils income with
after«dinner speaking engagements to the various groups ’
around New York City. Will enjoyed these speaking engage-
ments and gave the New Yorkers a picture of the stock
character of the "yokel" which seemed to be a source of
humor.. 1t was, also, true to a great extent that the New
York aﬁdiences lacked the first-hand experiences of a
cowboy in Texas or Oklahoma. In writing about one of his
experiences, Will said: -

I have played to audiences all over. the country,

cities, towns, and right on the bald prairies,

and lots of swell people concerned with charity

affairs in New York, and if you know about

international or political affairs a fashionable

New York audience is the dumbest one you can

assemble anywhere in the country. Small town

people will make 'a sucker out58f~em* for reading

and keeping up with the news. o :

Will's pictures in "sound" were some of the most

uproarious bits of comedy ever produced. So This Is

SéDay, The Autobiography of Will Rogers, pp. 73-Th.



London, Lightnin', The Connecticut Yenkee, Young Aas You

Feel, State Fair, David Harum, Judge Priest, and Steam-

boat Round The Bend, proved that Rogers was an actor of
rare talent. It used to be one'Qf the favorite and
‘humoroué jokes of the stage that the 1oﬁ comedian always
aspired to the role of the'Melaﬁcholﬁ Dane, Rogefs proved
that it took a greét comedian and humorist to play an

emotional part, During the filming of Judge Priest he

played the 1eading part; and in Ah, Wilderness, on the

-stage and when the show openéd in San Francisco,'he'wasr
accofded one of the greatest ovations ever given‘a star
in that city., His perfqrmancé of the sympathetic role,-
created by thaﬁ ofher,great gome@ian, George M. Cohan, was
acclaimed by dramatic critics as one of the outstanding
triumphs of the stage at'that timeerj

In analyzing his pictures, one(must conclude that
the charscter was distinctly that of ﬁogers~»ﬁho rated as
the player who had drawn the largest number of patfons‘
»to the movie houses of the country; In his pictures he
'displayed his rare ability of timing his scenes perfectly,
of modulating his voiée in the exact tone, and of.emphaw
sizing the humor with a spontaneity that made it éppear
as if acting were fun, instead of the hérdestlkind éf work,
Rogefé had a quality that left_him'ﬁo play scenes'that

demanded simple and human emotions. When viewing these
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performances, audiences forgot he was a wise-cracker and
seemed to think of him as an individual with great emo-~

tion.

Will Rogers on the Radio.

~

The newest means of entertainment, the radio, waé
noi long in claiming'Will Rogers for one of ité ﬁop per-
formers and for his broadcasts over the air. In his
radio talks he found that  Presidents made shining targets
for his barbpd shafts of humor of all the Presidents
he gave generous helplnao of satiric. Jabs Présideﬁt
Herbert Hoover recelved the most generous sampling of ﬁhe
Rogers wit: | | |

The first job he got was in Australia., Well,
he thought Australia was too wild a country to
get married and take a wife to, that is, a new

- wife, 80 he decided to walt until he got to a-

. more civilized place to go before he married.
Then he figured too, that after he got back
from Australia, why, he wouldn't have to go in
debt for the license., . . . Through all these
years of travel, Mrs, Hoover stuck right with
him and she helped him out in his work, He would
think up new places to go, and she would look up
the time table and see how to get there., If they .

- stayed two weeks 1n any one place, why Mr ., Hoover
joined the 0ld Settlers Club. 57

Will would have fun with commercials, presidents,
and international affalrs, all in a single broadcast, One

particular broadcast points this out rather uniquely:

’ S7Will Rogers, Wit and Philosophy from the Radio -
Talke of America's Humorist, Will Rozers, broadcasts
during April, May, and June, 1930, Jatlonhl Broadcasting,
Co., EG R. Squibb & .Sons, 1930, pe,8.




36

Now don't get scared and start turnint' off jéur
radios, I ain't advertising or tryin' to sell
you anything. If the mouthwash you're usin!
‘ain't the right kind and sorta' tastes like ‘
§heepgipﬁqwell you}}l have to go r%ght op.usigé
it, I can't prescribe any other kind a'tall,
. Consequently, Rdgers found~that presidents; governmental
heads, and dictatorial heads of‘state made shining
targets for-his spokén'broadcast.discourses. in Maréh,
1930, Will signed a contract for fourteen radio talks of
fifteen minute duration and was paid $72,000, Tt should
be pointéd out that some protested that the sum of about
$350 a minute was far»too much and that he could noﬁ
possibly be worth that much. The editors of World's
Work printéd a defense @f Will's receiving this vast
salafy, and pdinted out that his'stories were‘all‘spon«
taneous and without prologue,59 |

| In his broadcast humor Rogers generally prepared
his best gagsgb As a conscious artist he could giverﬁhe_
Eiliusion'of spontaneity-wnd freshness, In what appeared
~to be an alarm‘CIock, he would give the impression to his
hearers that he was*hearing the end of his broadcast, It
was supposed fo be a signal that he was to stop falking
~and let the rest of the show go on. There was no alarm
-~piock, but‘an electric bell that Will rang himself and

A\ B

then he would mutter something about the untimely "

g ' ’
)B‘Ibideg,,_ p. 15.

0'Brien, p. 92, -



| 37
“inter:uption" and would close the broadcast with "Good-

‘bye and Good Luck to you,"6o

" The important underlying prgmisé in his broadcasts

_ﬂﬁas'the perfeét working relationship Rogers had with netw
VQOrkvbffjciéls On en anniversary of broadcasblng, .
" Rogers told his radlo amdiaroe:

Tonight's anniversary is not such a testimonial
to the work of the radlo as it is sn example of
the perseversnce and gcod will of the American

- people., They tell you it has been a great
cementer of good will among countries., I don't
suppose there was ever a time in our history
when as many nations were just ready to start a
shooting war as there are now, Nothing that
makes DeopTe acquainted makes friends. If some-
body invented something nobody knew anything about,

" that would really be a step in world peace,

Honest né other ndthD in the world would
stand for advice as that. But we do, and we like
~-it. So the only thing that can make us give up
our radio is poverty. The old radio is the last .
thing moved out of the house when the sheriff
comes in.

Its an invention that has knocked nobody out
of work and that gives work to many people., That
“is something you can'twway for many inventions.
So, as bad as it is, 1t is the best invention that
has ever been.,

Rogers used the radio for many worthy causes, When devel-

oping his skills and finding new ways of pubting his ideas

60Paula M. Love, correspondehce, April 10, 1971,

1Origina1 Notes, Radio Anniversary and Opening of
Radio City Music Hall, New York, November 11, 1933,
Ro7ers Files, Claromore, Oklahomae e , .
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across, he turned to the radio broadcast, In November of
1931, heraﬁpeared on. a memériai radio program to collect
funds for a mémorial to'Knute Rockne, the famous football
coach of the "Fighting Irish" of Wotre Dame. Tt would
have been almost impossible to keep him from turning to
the broedcast media, for Rockne was one of his-friendsy
‘And tragicéliy, Knute Rockne, like.Will »Rogers, diedfin
an airplane créshc This feinforces the idea in a very
unique way. His chief interest was not the affairs of
foreign dignitaries, but inithe manners and customs of
the great Amefioan public. It seemed to be his mission
- with Spokeﬁ humor to tell_the American people the btruth
about politics, local government,’énd American soéial |
habits., These were the truths that many did ﬁét like to
hear, but took ﬁith-a grin and thought that fhe,indiﬁidual
'ﬁttering such truths wés "Will Rogers." In this regard,
Rogers gavé the American people the truth of the matter
-that showed the way for the soﬁlm;and he seeméd to have a
worldly supply of ib. | |

- In making an assessment of Rogers'.spokan broad-
'_cast humor, one must realize that it was centfal to his
pose, Most of his broadcast humor-appeared to be spon-
taneous; yet, as in any artiétic endeavor, hard wark went
into 1t. He took oonsiderable pains with his Sunday
broadcasts, éttempting to get it the ﬁay he wanted it. He

wanted to maeke his ideas appear effortless and accidental.
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Much of. his success in this area can bé giveh to hié o
~boundless industry and native Oklahoma wit., As a radio
speaker, his listeners gave'little.thpﬁght %outhe dis-
‘tinction between the humorist and Will the man, Everyj'
one accepted him as a représentative smerican who hé& o
- been born with‘better than-average intelligence who had
’-become unusually adept in figuring out simple soiutiOns
 to,the complex problems of life. It was.thése qualities
that made Rogers a broadcast,speager and he. did not dro?r
these~qualities'when passing fr&gqthe,microphone to
pictures;mor possibly to the stage. He became unigue as
a radié persQnality because his mental eguipment waé far

beyond ﬁhat of the average cowboy,

Rogers! Literary Achievements

Despite the pose of ignorance and studied éarea

lessness, the personalities of Will the humorist and
Will the man carried over to his written humor. His
writings represented the shrewd oﬁservations that rushed

through his mind and were read by hundreds 5f fhousands
- of readers, When he becsame a colwmist, and writing became
the principal outlet for hié humor, he carried wiﬁh him
the séme devipeé, mannerismé,-an& pretenses. Although he
could not transfer the grin»and drawl to the printed page,

- he employed the same homely colorful mode of expréssion
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and characteristic qualitiés of éimplicity»and directness
.with the same pretense of ignorance énd illiteracy.

Will's technique, in writing, was to -take the'fruth
and extend it just beyond thevrealm.of possibility,
usﬁally not faf enough to ﬁroducé burlesque, but to Suoha
an extent that his readers.éould recognize the absurdity.
-His remarks on the London Naval Conference of i930 demon-
- strates {;hisa As a result 5f-the.treaty; he said:
| England is to sink three battleships that
competed against the Spanish Armada., Japan
is raising two that the Russians sunk and
‘wi}l ?egink t@em ﬁor ghe treaty., We sare
building two to sink,

'The terms of the treaty announced aré true, but the meﬁhods
of carrying 1t out are exagperated beyond the bounds of
reason, Had the humorist said that Englend and Japan were
sinking ships -of World War I vintage, the statement might
be true, but not funny. The written humor lies in the
incongrulity between the truth and Will Rogers'! interpre--
tation of it which is so illogical and inappropriate that
it obviously cannot be taken seriously. The 1ncongru1ty
‘is further helghtened by the fact that the humorist

plctures Engleand and Japsan reachlng-lnto the past to comply

with the agreement, which contrasts with the United

62 B
Will Rogers, McNaught Syndicate, ’Weekly Articles,
New York Times, July 2l, 1930 (WJll Rogers Memorial,
Clafemoro, Oklahoma)




. | b1
Stat es, which will reach into the future. The idea that
the United States will build two ships bo sink is just
‘enough of a distortioh.of the truth to throw the reader
off balance and give him the momentary conviction that- 
America will be bested in diploﬁacy again, ﬁhich is
' probably'exacﬁly what Rogers wanted his feéders to thinkc'
Although the exaégeration of the Amepiéan role 1is unﬁleasw
ant, it‘is'not painfﬁl because it is not true; thus, it
becomes a\joke, and the humorist's reputation as a.
humorist»philosopher seeing through diplomatic maneuvers
is further heightened;v

In considering-Rdgers' written humor and literarf
échievements, one must reélize that there ére a good
many illiterate people who looked and wrote_aé Rogers did,
~but he became unique as a writer because his mental equip;
ment was fafAsuperior to that of the competition. When:
Rogeré femafked that ail he knewrwas what he read in the

' newspapers, Edwin Blanchard of the New York Sun said,

‘"He is uttering the shibboleth of the homespun, hundred
Aper cent, no nonsense about me, American humorist,"éB,
- Rogers created. sharp terse phrases which could be easily

remembered, and which contsined s great deal of common

sense. Summing ﬁp the European situation in 193}, he

63Edw1n Blanchard "Review of Will Rogers New ‘
vYork Sun, Nay 28, 1927. .
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wrote: "Chile is selling nitrates, Europe is fertiliziﬁg
agaihe”6u Or-épeaking of the peace confefencés: "T
have a scheme for stopping war., It's this, no nation is -
allowed to enter a war till they have péid for the 1ast-

s165

one., It was written humor like this that his followers
chuckled at,‘égreed with, and repeated to their friends,

Will's first book Rogersisms,éé was published in

71919, and the same year also appeared the Cowboy Philoso-

pher On The Peace Conferenceé7'and the Cowboy Philosopher

68

On Prohibition. One work that was not publlshed but

was prepa?ed for publlcatlon was the work entitled-

Rogerlsms~What We Laugh At to supplement hlS newspaper

6 . f 4 s .
work. ? At one time he was writing the material for a

‘motion picture weekly feature called "The Illiterate

Digest."™ The widely read news weekly, The Literary Digest,

at that time was showing on a screen a short film called

o MW111 Rogers, “Dally Telegrams " New York Times,
- March 5, 193L. ,

6bWI11 Rogers, "Daily Telegrams," New York Times,
Aprll 30, 1928, .

66For a qetalled examination of Rogers' complete
works, see the Rogers Collectnon Will Rogers Memorlal
Claremore, Oklahoma.

671014,
681414,

691114,
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: tﬁe "Topics of the Day,"'afﬁer the department in its
"‘columns;f The se topibs consisted of pithy sayings,aﬁd‘
epigrams from the editorial columns of the newspapefS‘éll
over Ehe world. A 1éwyer conne@ted with thef@;ggﬁz_thought
- Rogéfs* feature was an-encrpachMent upon their film and
Wwrote the\humbriét_a letter concerning ito: Rogers!' reply
Aﬁointed out: "Your letter in regard to my competition

with the Literary Digest received and I never felt as

“swelled in my lifeg”70 He went on to explainrﬁhat he had
stopped the short feature because "The gentiemen who put
Vit out were behind in théir payments and my humor kinéer
waned in, as a matter of{faot, after a few weeks of no

i

payments T couldn't think of a single joke. Fquf years

later, in 192, his book called the Illiteraté Digest,

was published and it contained many of the humorous dictums
‘he had written for ﬁhé'mévie feature;-iTwp years later he[
‘wrote his famous "Letters of a Self-Made Di?lomat to His‘\
~ President” and this followed up with "There's Not a Bathing
‘suit in Russia or Other Bare Facts," in 192?,72- This'was

a shrewd and humorous account of his first visit to Soviet

Russia, Despite his fund and wit, his observations made

many friends among the powerful Russian lsaders,

70

T1pi4.

72For a detalled examination of Rogers! complete
-works see the Rogers (Collection, Will Rogers Memorial,
Claremore, Oklahoma.. :

0'Brien, p. 115.
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.It was to be expected that in'writing for 350 -

daily and 200 Sunday neWSpépers from coast to coast. some
of-his estimated 10,000,000 readers would find fault with
' some .of his salufionsvéndfopinions to complex problems
of the day,73 However, there was no Bluff about Rogers
in either his writings or his public utterances. Suc-
 cess with his typewriter_hever turned aisingle hair on
his head, anymore than his achievements on the stage, -
screen, or lecture platféfmo -His stylg waé simple aﬁd
undoubtedly the way he fashioned his countless witticisms
that came from his moﬁth or typewrifer,  His "slant" on
- things was the factor that those who tried to copy his
 ;style could never find. His weekiy articles which :.
appeared in the Sunday newspapers throughout the country,
often sterted, "Well, all I know is just what I read in
the Newspapsrs." He would‘then‘proceed to show that in
reading the ﬁeWSpapers he learned faf more information

than the average Yeader suspected they contained.

73To understand Rogers'! feelings and particular
views one must visit with the "Sisters," Mrs, Paula M.
Love, Mrs, Walker M., Milam, Mrs. Helen M. Eaton, and
Mrs. Maize Poole. These individuals are the nieces on
the McSpadden side of the family to Will and Betty Rogers.
These individuals are those whom Dad and my mother
lovingly called the "Sisters."



The Mature Will Rogers '

In viéwing Will Rogers as an influence in the
-years of 1920"th;ough 1935, one comes to the conclusion
that his work was based on the concept of the impbrtance
of timeliness and essentialism. Most humorists recog-
ﬁize that there are no new jokes, only old ones recast
into néw surroundings; consequently, Rogeré seemed to have
learned thét oid huﬁorous mateﬁial and Subjectxmatter
vcould be made éffective by relating it to current topics
of public interést. Hé said over and over ﬁhat his
material always related to the "now," This doces hot mesn
that his comedy depended on timeliness and essential &n
‘the_spot deliverj for its effect, since the form and
“content of his meterial was often funny itself; yvet,
- because most of his work was related to toplcal events
which, at thertimej was of great public intereé§ fhé
impact of his spoken discourse was reinforced. Will
Rogers had such a high regard foritimeliness that.Max
Eastman said of him, "He had such a keen sense of kinship
' betweeﬁ humor and the present moment, more so, than any
other humorist'I knoﬁ," | |

The 01d Home Ranch ﬁrovided Will Rogers with an
.identifioation with rural America and it gave him:a rever- .

ence for the faith of plain people. His academic training

.
. 7%M&X Eestman, The Enjoyment of Laughter (New
- York: MacMillen Co., 194L8), p. 21, ’ ‘
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ieft him with ﬁhé ﬁtalking_subjects".that gave him his
_style of ekpressipg himself in a manner that appeared
to be spohtaneous,‘_Hisrtravels through manj foreign
countries supplied him with the material for some of his
memorable quips and remarks ., His work on the vaudevilile
stage contributed to his rare ability of timing that was
80 necessary for his spoken WOrdwwegpeoially‘the modu-
 71ating of his voice in the exact tone, and of emphasizing
the humor ﬁith-a spontanelty that made if appesar as if
what he was doing was fun ratherrthan hard work; His
broadcast numor reinforced the ides that his work was
spontaneous and fresh. It, also, contributed to his
develdping new skills and of explbring’new'ways of putting
acrdss‘unique i&eaé, His‘1i£erary‘achievements repreQ
sented the shrewd observations that rushed thfough nis
mind. These literary achievemenﬁs reﬁresentedAthe same
characteristics of simplicity and directness thatAfollowed
’him through his 1life., - Finally, his casual mannerléf‘
: 1expressing his hﬁmor was'paft of his pose. Most of his
humor appeared to be Spontaneous; yet he worked very hard
. attempting to get it exactly right. He.expressed ideas
~in several ways before he got something that suited him,
" He put considerable effort into making his humoroué ideas
appeaf to be effortless and accidéntal, end his success

“in this pose testifies to his boundless industry and
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native wit. Tt was these qualities that made Will Rog;;ers
a humorist and a popular.-pliblic speaker, and he could
not drop them in passing through the portals of time.
Eight XJOT&S testify to his public speaking mosrt adeq_uat_ely',
He once told a gathering that "I've Never Met A Man,

I Didn't Iike,"



" CHAPTER IIT

\

.* PREPARATION OF SPEECHES

In tﬁis chapter we will discuss Rogers’ methodidf
‘gathering mseterials for his discourses, the evolution of
“his style, and the use of his skills that were developed
 in4vaudevil1e and the wild west shows. We will also
~examine Rdgers‘ reletionship to his hearers snd attempt
to sssess his highly successful adaptation to a national

radio audience,

~Gathering mauerlal

In his search for new ma e*iql Will turned to the
dally news8papers to find items on whlch to comment. The
new approach was immediately successful with the vaying
“customers, many of whom were either rsading or making news.

According to Will Rogers, Jr.'s comments in the program

- Bilographies in Sound, Rogers' remarks were excellent

and when things were rather dull, his comments were also

~

dull-—as one can see, his material depended in large part
on timeliness and essentislism, Will was &t his best

‘when things were happening in the world., Three or four

18
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thousand jokés would pass through his-hqpper in one
season,75 |

§ Avsmall worn note pad was found at.the Will Rogers
Memofiallwhich Will used‘and carried in his pocket-a
skeletoh-séript for his'Easic preparation for speaking
ehgagementsol Handwritten and carefulif indexed, the
contents are categorized by subject and the pages are
filled with outlines fbrg"jokes," and "gags,™ From this
note pad, as far asvbasic.preparation of material ié C§n¥
cerned; one can readily see that he gave careful thought
tb spdntaneous humor. It also provides proof that he pub
his witticisms into spoken and written expression.
Listed were such topics as “KAISER-G@ﬁnahy,“ "SUBMART NE-
WAR;” "German boat;" ﬁCentury Theatre," "Song Titles;"
- "Oldest Jokes," DAMES IN PARK, ”VILLA," "BRYAN," "Taft,"
"War~Political," "Luiétania," "Ford," "pPreparadness,"
“Wilson,?;”old Ads In Papers,'" and "MISSELLANEOUS »
A STORIES‘,"76 :Accordingly, under the "Used Gags," which he
listed first, afe comments based on the audience of show,

Later entries refer to more timely topics as he began to

use the newspapers for ideas. A few of the sketches from

75pay, The Autobiography of Will Rogers, p. 86,

76Underlining and punctuation, as well as spelling
in the "Geg" book are Rogers', Property of the Will
Rogers Memorial, Claremore, Oklahoma,
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“the "Gag" book easily illustrate the preparation utilized
on the subjects ofvhis'Spoken discourse, However, thesé -
"sketches are moré than mere comments, they are really
slogans or "aphorisms," and énermust remember that one
of the ancient exercises in the Roman school was the
~expansion of an aphorism. Rogers revealed himself as the
practitioner of this ancient method while condensing into
brevity a pithy saying or slogan of common sense-—or an
“aphorism-——which he iliustrated,'expanded, and playéd upon
at great length et various btimes in the future, These
ére the ”islandsfi of his discourse. He depended upon his
general experience, the circumstances of his time, andrfhe
'inspifation of’the moment to devélop these cues,

Slogan: "Be a'politician; no training necessary.

History is all we got to go by and hlstory don’t
record that economy ever won a war.

You can get your name on a button easier than
you can get it on the letter box in front of the
Wwhite House,

The people in Tennessee are trying to prove
that they dident descend from monkeys, but their
actions prove otherwise. 7 ' -

Rogers' Development of Style
Régers never seemed to set goals or make long-

range plans or commitments as he climbed toward success;

77Underlining and punctuation are Rogérs'a
Property of the Will Rogers Memorial, Claremore, Oklahoma.
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he always seemed to be alert for what "caught on" with an
audience. Betty Rogers, his wife; who was totally famil-
ijar with Will's working habits, observed:

It was impossible, in spite of the ever

~increasing demands upon his time, to convince

Will that he.should plan aghesad. His was a

casual day-to-day existence. He hated to be

tied down to prearrmuyed plans and would not

make an engagement two weeks ahead if he could

possibly help it. He didn't know where he

-would be In two weeks'! time and preferred. not:

to think about it, If he wanted to do something,

he wanted to do it immedistely.7’
Because of his focus on day-to~day existence, Rogers!'
casnal manner of expression and explanation with humor-
ous discourse became part of his pose. Most of his work
appeared to be'spontaneous; as was mentioned before, a
great deal of work went into it. Rogers wrote hurrLtey,
however he took considerable pains with his prepared

material, attempting £0 get it right.. A staff writer

from the New Republic, on visiting the humorist's dressing-

room at the Follies made «this observation:

In the typewriter on this occasion, was a sheet
of paper on which were written seven or eight
versions of the same quip, each an improvement
on the one before, In the performance he did
his monologue with the lariat, In the middle
-of 1%, he stopped, chuckled as though a thought
had suddenly struck him at that moment, and
repeated the final version of the joke verbatim,

79

'78Betty Rogers, p; 173
79

15, 1935.

"The Cowboy Philosopher," New Republic, August
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“'As noted earlier, Rogers put considerable effort
into making his prepared dictums and ideas appear to be
effort]ess spontaneous, and aoqldental, and his success
in this pose testifies to his boundless industry and
native wit. As he himself pointed out in the Mid-Night
Frolics:
‘In the four years I was with Mr., Ziegfeld and
MidNight Frolic, where we played to a great
many repeaters, I never did the same act any
two nights. T always changed parts of it and in
the Follies a great meny times I did an entirely
new act. Another thing, I think I did the
shortest act of any monologue man and that
recommended it. On the Amsterdam Roof I never
‘did over six minutes gnd in the Follies nine or
ten, generally eight.
It is significant that fthe early humor was deVeloped
‘during Will's career on thervariety stage of New York
and 1argely'reflected the viewpoint of the vaudeville
comedian. Among New Yorkers, thHe sﬁock character of the
_"yokél” was always a source of humor; thus, the apparent
illiteracy of the cowboy philosopher enhanced his‘stage
personslity. The cémmén sense nature of his pronouncements
made in this rural idiom provided an element of incongru-
ity which his audiences found irresistible. Faced with

the challenge of entertalnlng a sophlutlcated audlence,

many of - them regular patrons of the mldnlght show . "on

BOGeorve S. Martin, "The Wit of Will Rogers,' Ameri-

can Magazine, Novemoer, 1919, pe 3ly. (Exact words of
WITT RGgeTs )
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the Roof," plus nightly performances with the Follies
which he added to his schedule in 1916-—a total of two
regular shows a day, plué two matinees a week-—Rogers was
forced to sharpen his prepared matsriél'and donsequently,
search for new material. Rogers, himself, pointed out:
T would start on a subject and if it was no
good then I would switch duick and lots of
times I would hsve an entirely different act
from what I intended when I went on. Sometimes
"an svdience is not so good and my stuff that
night might not have been very good, so it is
“then you would see the old ropes commence to do
something. It got their mind off the bum stuff
I was telling and as I often said to the folks in
_ the show, "I reach away back in my hip pocket
and dig up a sure-fire gag,' as I always try to save
one of my best gags-~—just like_ a prohibition
State man will his last drinke81
Accordingly, the stock character of the "yokel" gave
Rogers a method of showmanship that was enhsanced in largé
part by his performances with the wild west and rodeo
shows, It was at Hammerstein's Winter Garden that Rogers
first began to talk. Part of his earliest performances
'consisted of the difficult task of throwing two ropes at
once in "horse-cabch" fashion, thereby catching both horse
and rider on stage. With briefl explanations of complicated
roping tricks consisting of "Blocker'" loops, "pubter~

o ‘ L ,
fliss," "ocean-waves," and "Texas-Skips," he began to work

for all the laughs he could get. His pose of ignorance

81

Day, The Autobiography of Will Rogers, p. AS.'



and studied carelessness—that of the "yokel"—blended .
into the personalities of Will the humorist«showﬁan, and
Will ﬁhe man and, a8 was previously mentioned, they were
never too far apart. His audiences gave 1ittle'thought
to the distinction; they seem to have accepted him as a-
representative American who had not let an education
distort his thinking, snd who had become unusually adept
in figuring out simple so1utions to the complex problems
of life, He had éome definite,ideas concerning his audi-
ences:

T like all kinds of audiences excepting the

convention kind, the lodge brand, the sort

.of crowd that wants itself praised. That kind
gives me a pain, There's always some fellow
sending you a note framing your gag for you,

- asking yvou to mention this and that and not _
forget a name, It's sure to be the name of the
fellow that writes the note-——some modest business
guy that wants to get his name incorporated in
the libretto of the follies., It . 1is usually a
great pleasure to pan him—if only you can

- remember his unknown name, which mostly you
can't.

Rogers' Relationship to His Hearers

The concerns of both the aﬁdience and-role of
" Rogers the speaker must be. examined simultaneously, for
‘"The ideas that find a place in our consciousness are

limited to the horizons of our.time and looale,”BB- The

’82Martin, p. 3.

- 83L° H. Mouat, "An Approach to Rhetorical Criti-
cism," The Rhetorical Tdiom, ed. Donald C. Brysnt (New .
" York: Ronsld Fress Co., 1958), p. 167,
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speaker also reveals in his Speech the manner that he con--
ceives his listeners to be. His concept of the sudience
is clearly revealed by the information he presents, the “
issues he chooses, the guestions he asks, the faith he
engenders, the doubts he raises; and the process of choice
which he encouragese8u This image of the audience and
its concerns as presented by the speaker further serves
-~ %o strengthen or weaken his audience sppeal.

Once the image 1is presented by the speaker, he
may also attempt toridentify with his audience. Such
identification may build his audience appeal and heighten.
the cénfidenoe of thevaudience, Some explanation should
be given to the concept of identification. Modern
rhetoricians use this term frequently, but sometimes
without necessary clarification,

The term identification includes the art of
employing topics. in such a way that one's
~proposals. are identified with the beliefs

and desires of the audience and counter-
proposals. with their aversions, but it is
also more extensive and more intensive thsn
this. . . . Identification is a process of.
becoming substar tially one with an audience. -
It is an attempt to proclaim a unity among
men at odds with one another . . . but

content is paramount. The audiegce is given
" the material it wants and needs,©>

BMThomas R. Nilsen, "The Interpretive Function of
the Critic,” Essays on Rhetorical Criticism, ed. Thomas
R. Nilsen (New York: . Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968), p. 90,

851ouat, p. 172.
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Kenneth Burke; one of the first rhétoricians to
employ this term with regard to pﬁblic Speaking, empha;
gized that idenfification may involve unconscious factss
also, . that the audience may aot'upon itself in an attempt
tO'identifyiwith a particﬁlar'group.Bé No effofﬁ ié made
to dispute this- point, but today it is impossible to
measure the undonécious‘faptors‘which ﬁayfhavé been at"
work upon the liétening audience of the twenties and
thirties, Concentration should, therefore, center upon
the countent of the speeches and the basic pre?aration
which enabled the audienée to identify with the'speaker,
'Will ﬁogers,

In this regard, the manner in which Rbgers dealt
wiﬁh the econémic, polifical, and sécial conéerns of his
audience through'his basic preparation for speeches in
critical-periods—such as the depressidn'situation-Qof
the history of the United‘States-ié of utmost concern.
The imsge of the audience which Rogers‘re&ealed, and the
mannér in which he wdrked to identify himself with thé
concefns and imagé»of his-pérticular audience,lis.Very’

noteworthy., In perticular, his qualities and reflections

86k enneth Burke, "Rhetoric—0ld and New," Journal

- .of General Education, V (April, 1951), 203, Marie Hockmuth
Nichols gives further clarification of this theory in her
article entitled, "Kenneth Burke: -Rhetorical and
Critical Theory," Rhetoric and Criticism; also "Kenneth
Burke and the 'New Rhetoric'," Quarterly Journal of

Speech, 38:137 (April, 1952),.




57
of background preparation were'used most diligently in
his work.as a vaudeville comedian and banguet spezker.

It was, also, this background training that allowed him

i

-to develop his comic traits and.tb become more personal
with the audience.,. He shied away from the tendency to
tell funny Storieé, preferring to relate incidents in
his personal experienc;:

Will's sense of humor was always at its best
when dealing with things of the present moment,
He couldn't tell a funny story. "I never told
a funny story in my life," he said. "What
little humor I've got always pertains to now,"
- And that might be an event of the day or one
of the last minute; for Will was very quick to
selize the ogeortunities that suddenly offered
themselves.

His humor came from reality, and it revealed the truth
concerning the subject under discussion. As Rogers,
himself, observed:

I use only one set method in my little gags,
~and that is to try and keep to the truth, O0f
course you can exaggerate it, but what you say
must be based on truth., And I never have found
it necessary to use the words, "Hell," or
"Damn, " to get a laugh either. =

Personally, I don't like the jokes that get
the bilggest laughs, as they are generally as
broad es a horse and require no thought at all,
I like the ones where, 1f you arve with a friend,
and hear 1it, it makes you think and you nudge
your friend, and say, "He's right about that.

I would ratnor have you do that than to have you
laugh-~and then for%%t the next minute what it
was you laughed at. '

'87Betty Rogers, p. 129,"
88yartin, p. 3l.
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' In the area of preparétion and expreséién of ideas,
the form and content of Rogers' ﬁgags" contributed to his
humor and it is difficult'to‘say which of these elements
is most imporﬁanto He hufried his work and'iiked to
think that exaggeration was the foundation,of his humor-~
' ous discourse. Bﬁt it seems that exaggeration is too
.looée a term fo apply and extend to all of his.comedy’
preperation, for various degrees of exaggeration produce
different reaétions. For humorous ﬁurposes, it is usually
the "too much! rather than the "much" that is.funny. .
Hence, éxaggeration used effectively is based upon the
inéongruity between what the hearer or listener expects as
‘the noym or pbésible average as against the Rogers!
interpretation that mekes for laughter.

In his hurried day-to-day existence, Rogers' tech-
nigue for preparabtion was to take the. truth and extend
it just beyond the realm of possibility. As was mentioned
previously, the Naval Disarmament Treaty of 1930 showed
his use of the truth as a reshltrof diplomacj. Iﬁ»the
context of that particular teohnidue for prepération,
“Rogers took the humorbﬁs applications and exaggerated
them beyond the 1itera1_truth; Rogers'! hﬁmor was found
in the incongruity between the truth and will's interpre;
fation of 1t which was so illogical and inapﬁropriaté

that it obviously could not be taken seriously. Although
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the eiaggerabion of the Aﬁerican role was unpléaéant, |
it was not true; thus, it was a joke rich in flavor,
rTherefofe,vthé humorist's reputation as a slynobservér-
»th saw thréugh diplomatic maneuvers was further enhanced.
Another example of Rogérs' technigue of taking
the truth and'extending it just beyond the realm of
-possibility is that of the radio broadcast dn President
Hoover, ngefS'observed:
"_He was-chairmén of the American Relief Associa-
tion, and he helped feed Belgians, and a little
later it was found out we was worse off than
the Belgians, so they brought him home to feed
us., He is always feeding somebody. Now he is
feeding the Republicans., No Armenian that ever
lived can eat more than one of them can.
The story of the American Relief Association was prue,
but the suggestibn of Mr. Hoover féeding‘the.American
people, and later the role of the Republicans, was exag-
‘gerated to heighten the implicit irony. Had the humorist
pointed out that the American-Rélief Association was feed-
ing the Belgian people, the statement might be true, but
not funny. The humor lies in the incongrulty between the
truth and'Rﬁgersf intefpretation of it thch brings us fo
“an aesthetic.or poetic truth, This incongruity; again,
is heightened by the fact that the humorist sees Mr,
Hoover feeding first thé American pebple, and then feeding

the Republicéns. The idea that the American people are

BQSquibbg Netional Broadcasting Co., Po 8,



60
‘hungrier than the Belgians~«and,the Republicans are
hungrier_than the American peoplemfis enoughrof a dis-
%ortion of the fruthito throw the héarer off balancé, 7
yét bring home to him the conviction thaf-the Americén 
. government has, again, made another mistake,
| Iﬁ rgView, Rogers? method of showmanship was fifmly
developed in his early yeérs on the variety stage of New
York. In searching for new material, Rogers found the
~daily newspaperé to be a source of new material, Herfound
that by applying hisrironiC'vision'to immediate events,
“his coﬁments gained timeliness and essentislism. He keét
fa}skeleton séript in the form of a note pad for his speak—
_ing eﬁgageménts° Haﬁdwriiten and carefu11y indexed, this
note-pad categorized his subject matter andrcutlined
-jokes and gagén This note pad shows that he gave careful
 thought to spontaneous huﬁor, andvproﬁided proof that he
?ut his witticisms intOZSpoken and written expmessibn
ﬁéforehamd.- His jokes wegg.aphofiéﬁs, encapsuléted
arguments, that might be exﬁanded as oircumsﬁances'and
'ﬁeysonal incliﬁation’dictated°
Froﬁ.his day-to-day existence, the spontaneous humor
and casual_manner of expression and'explanationvbecame
part of his poée° This pose had its beginnings with the
stook.charactér of the "yokel," it was in this pose of

ignorance and studied.careléssness that Will blended the

1
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:_persohalities of a humorist-showman and himself togethef.:
'  His .audiences considered him an average American who'héd'
not let an e(liucvati_cﬁln distort his thinking, and who had
' becomé unmusually adept in figuring out simple solutions to
3, the cqmplex problems of 1life with.his spontaneous humor° 
It was,fégaing thié humor .that alloﬁed him to idénﬁify o
with his audience, and his-audience with him, This
" identification came about'through the economic, political,
.énd socisl concerns of hiS*audience.. ‘
 In}preparaﬁion and expression of.ideas,,form and
content of his humor rested.ﬁpon exaggeration. His tech-
nique for preparation wés>to take the truth and extend it
just beyond the realm of possibility° He extended it just
far enough for his listeners to recognize the.gbsurditye
And finéll&, it was tﬁis exaggeration that built a joke
rich in flsvor. The humorist's reputation was greatly
~enhanced by this»preparation_and expression of humorousv

ideas.,

e



. CHAPTER IV o .
ORIGIN AND PREPARATTON OF SELECTED SPEECHES

To assess Rogers'! discourse, one must understand tﬁe
age in which he lived, We must seek to understand his
rhetqfic in terms of the persuasive purposes of the dis¥~
course. Rogers wWished ﬁo fashidnva fitting response to .
his environmenﬁ end, therefore, developed a message'that-
could be evaluated in terms of its effect on the environ-
ménte Iﬁ this assessment, we must first deécribe the situa-
tion of the depression; secondly, we must describe Rogers?
means of effecting the goals he-hoped to achieve; thirdly,
we must examine how these means wWere implemented'in terms
'of specific messages during thé troubledvjears of American
1life in the twenties and thirties; and finelly, render an
assessment of his total discoufse, with regard to Rogers'!
persuasive unerring ﬁnderstanding of the attitudes of a
generation of Ameriéans on the scene at the tims that
allowed him'to become a. shrewd, penetrating political:r

90

commentator.

Oror a complete detailed study of the method of
criticism, see Lloyd F., Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation™
in Philosophy and Rhetoric, Bitzer outlines his method of
criticism by pointing out that: (1) rhetorical discourse
is situational; the situation which the rhetorician

62
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The Situation: The Era of Normalcy, The Crash and
The Great Depression

Through thé years of 1921 through 1929, the United
States piled'upAa huge annual surplus above the costs of
"immediate maintenance, However, personal extra&égaﬁie
on the éért of the United S%ates citizehry wasted much of
- this while the cost of the First World War had to be met
from this annusal surplus, This surplus financed Europe
in and after the conflict, and FEurope could not repay this
financial assistance afferwards, Also, much of this sur-
plus was sunk in very unwise financial investments and
when Buropesn ﬁations stopped buying, income droppéd»ﬁff,
-and consegquently, the revenues out of whiéh boﬁh mainté«r
_ néhce and the surplus that should have been cared for,
immediately fell away.gl ‘
| AL the same time; the nation.ignpred danger from

“the constant replacement of man by machiﬁery. Every new

perceives amounts to an invitation to creste and present
discourse, (2) It must invite a fitting response that

fits the situation. (3) If it invites a "fitting" response,
then situation must somehow prescribe the response which
fits, (l1) The exigence and the complex of persons, objects,
and events,. and relationships which generate rhetorical
discourse are located in reallty, are objective, and

publicly observable historic facts in the world,

91For a complete detailed examination of the DépreS«
sion years, see Dixon Wecter, The Age of the Great Depres-
- sion (New York: . Bancroft, 195387. o
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labor saving device lessened thérdemand‘for labor, .The
cutting'off of most of the immigration from Europe by the
| Immigration and Naturalization Laws of 1921'and 192l |
further reduced the ﬁumber of wofkers, but even  then there
were still ﬁore workers-thqn jobe. - The children growing
up in this pefiod needed to find work or face becomihg a
menace to themselves and socilety.

But through the prosperous yeérs of Calvin
Coolidge's admlnlstratlon, whlch was expected to con;
tinue without oheck throuvh the Herbert Hoover adm1n1~r
stration, little regard was paid to the threats against
the future. There was a minor panic in 1921, causing
Hoover, then Secrétary»of Commerce, To become concerned
about thé‘futureogz Few realized that the United Statés
- 'was heeding into another of the troughs between two |
- booms.?3 The financisl reserves were being drewn upon

more heavily than.they could bear, yet busineés remained
‘optimistic

A panao broke out in OcLober of 1929 Automobile
sales had declined, but deertlslng was relled upon to
bring the buyers back. Within a few days after the stock
market had reached'the highest level known, there was a

" complete slump, Throﬁghout the decade, American economy

9%1pid., p. 12.

2
9);bid,, pp. 12-16,
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expanded in every directidn almost without interruptiona
Up to 1927, the advance was norﬁal‘since business was
expanding and profits were increasiﬁg, but éoon an. unnat;
ural trendudevelbpedb Although business activity leveled
off aﬁd'commodity prices ténded to,décline, thé prices'of
coﬁmon stocks continued t@ﬂséér,g& The continued pros-
perity ehjoYed under the Hardingwcdolidge administrations
’had blindéd the American people to the facts of common
economic law. The tﬁenties was a period of unbounded and
unparalleled optimism and strong faith in all things
"americen, 95 _

| The effect of the>oollapse of the boom Spréad

rapidly to every level of socilety. 'The promotion of new
business ceased. People with debts to pay could not
~raise the necessary amounts by selling their‘securitiese
Fear followed hope; and because of the fear, those who
sfill had cash refrained from‘épending it. ABuying stopped
aﬁd dealers could not move their goods, retain their help,
.or pay their bills. Factories, ﬁnable to collect the |
debts or make new saleé, iaid off more hands. The unem«~
ployed lived as best they could on their savings, borrowed

on thelr insurance, and sought in vain for Jobs and felt

- M1pia,, p. 16. N
95 | | '

_ Ibid.,, pp. 12-16., Despite the strong faith in
"pmerican™ products, Hoover warned business that "if th
future is like the past, such periods will recur,". y
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ftbe fear of charity; And finally, upoe the farmer who
was the ultimate producer and who had not prospered when
the rest of the ceuntfy was prosperous, fell eveniuhder more
burdens , 70
Bvery administration which happens to be in office
during such a'period of fihanciai calamity is held
accountable ferzthe suffering, aﬁd President Herbert
Hoover wae blamed for this misfortuneei Burdened with the
need to bring about recovery, President Hoover had to face
‘defections among his bolitical friends and active hostil-
.ity'from his political enemies He wae not a profes~
sional politician, and was never much llked by those who
rweree> As a successful englneer he knew how to chart a
‘course upon its merits, but as eve:y politician knows,
'gevernment‘oannot do even right and ebvious things unless
:the votefs sustain it, | |
President Hoover was not-overly popular with big
business for he believed that it ought to be geverened in
therpeblic interest, while it preferred to be left alone.
He ‘was not oomplebely at eease 1n public and lacked the
magnebic power to charm and persuade that a president needs>
as_ he explains to the people the measures he advocates°97r

Hoover could not escape the depression and its consequences;

ecter, pp. 17-19.

91oid., pp. 17-19.
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and he was haﬁdicapped in that the Ameficanrgovernment
had never relieved a panic, or_knéw how to relleve one;
and finally, no one in 1929 could'possibly visualize the

depths that would be reached in 1932,

Rogers-—The Speaker: An Intervention
. I ohhe Situation

In these troubled years, Will Rogers affectionately
veferred to Americe as "Guckooland."98 He loved every
foot of it, but he more than half suspected that the
prosperity was not and could not be permasnent. He pointed
out that America was not prosperous:

There is no country in the history of the world,

that ever lived in the high class manner we do.

Radio; bath=-tubs, almost unigue and antique

furniture, planos, rugs-—course other countries

buy tem on credit. This country 1s not pros- .

perous, Its just got good credit. We live

better and owe more than anybody in the world, 99
Rogers was uneasy about the depression situation and the
American attitude toward prosperity. He felt that people
were making money and buying products without hsving %o

workor In the Indian Tefritory, and leter oklahoma of

, 981b§§0 Also see the works of Mrs. Pauvla McSpadden
Love, speciiically in her many articles and books on Will
Rogers. Also observe the colorful expressions and memoriss
of Clem, Bob and Trent Mc3padden, sons of H. T, McSpadden,
nephew of the great Oklahoman,

o A99Donald Day (ed)., Sanity is Nheré You Pind It
. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1955), p., 99.




his boyhood, a man had to work for his money and he had
to pay hard cash for goods received, To Will, the asllure-
ment of installment buying seemed to be basically wrong
unless credit could be adequately established.and basi+
cally secured., He observedé

Qur taste we acquired on credit and we wanted

to keep on enjoying em' on credit, It

wasent what we needed then that was hurting

us; 1t was what we was paylna for that we

alreaay used up

A great many cuestions were generated about by the

depression experience; however, Rogers viewed the depres-
slon situation as a challenge to the soul of the nation.
He employed a strategy of reafflrmatnon and a strateay
of the comic scapegoat as ways of restorlng norale,
These two strategles were embedded in his discourse and
proceed from Rogers' faith in the triumph of optimism
and'character over 1arge structures and adverée'circum~
stances, Rogers answered the question on everyone's mind
at this particular time by pointing outb:

We spent>six years of wild buying and spend-

ing on credit (everything under the sun

whether we needed it or not) and now we are

having to pay for em' under Mr.§8fver, and
we are howling like a pet coon.

1004511 Rogers, '"Weekly - AWtIClGS "'WcNauéht Syndlm
cate, New York Times, July 2l, 1930

101

Ibid.,, June 28, 1930,
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Eﬁergency legislation was introduced in Congféss, and the
nation's financial leaders offered various remedies°
”Prosperity is jﬁst around the‘cornér,” became the theme
as Americén began to adjust td a'depressibnreconomye The
Americean publié had spent six years of wild buying on
credit; now there wasAno money bto pay the balancéb, The
unlimited credit idea, the '"buy now-—pay later' theme had
- in all aspects backfired. RogersApointed to his first
strategy of reaffirmation when he said: "Pirst payments
mede us think we were.prosperous end the other nineteen
showed us we were broke. " 0% e believed'thatvi% only
~audiences could understand the humorous incongruities of
their éituation, they might return to the basic common
éenée values tﬁat had built the'ﬁaﬁion. His goals were
not realized -in specific programs, but in-the minds of

the American people,

 jRogersf Means, of .Implementation

Rogers'! depression speeches reveal two baéic
strategies: the first a strategy of reaffirmaﬁion, A
strategy of reaffirmatioﬁ seeks to Strengthen_and inten-~
sify'values, béliefs; aﬁd:attitudes already held'by‘the
audiencé° A speaker does mopé than remind an.audiénce of .

- its common traditions; he seeks to uvse our image of the

102pay, senity is Where.You Find.It, p. 99,
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past to shape‘odr actions in the future; A skillful
persuader will reaffirm only those beliefs which are
particularly relevant to solving the problem ét hand.

The wvalues that Rogéfs felt were most crucial and those
that would sustain the average American in an era when
corporate institutions seemed to have betrayed him were
faith in the'individual, and a healthy suspicion of large
institutions and quick political panaceas, Rogers's
speeches bristled with remarks that affirmed the amateur
over the professional, In this respect, Rogers had a
kneack for adjusting his discourses on public issues
related to the depression situation to the human factors
of amateur over professional and this directly relatedito
his audiences., The amateur was not an issue that was %o
be discussed in abstract terms, for in a very real way
the'primacy of the amateur over professional affected the
1life and times of every citizen. One particular dis-
course—with & national radio audlence——clarifies this
knack rather uniquely:

We used to be told that depression was just

a state of mind but starvation has changed

that impression. Depression is a8 state of

health, 1It's moved from the mind to the

stomach., And it ain't really depression

either; its just a return to normalcy. We

are just getting back to earth. We are back

to two-bit meals and cotton underwear and off

$1.50 steaks and silk under rompers, The
trouble is America is just muscle bound from
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holding a steering wheel. The only place

we are calloused from work is the bottom
of our driving toe, :

This:points out rather clearly the Amefiéan plight and“'
that these basic concerns were not issues of professional-
ism in abstract terms, ‘Régers discounts professionalism
further when he observed:

This country has got just one problem: it's
not the ba ancing of Mr. Mellon's budgebt-—
that's his problem; its not the League of
-Nations; its not the silver gquesftion; not a
one of those problems mean a thing in the
world to us as long as we have seven million
of our own out of work, Our only problem is
to arrange the affairs of this prosperous
country--yeah, prosperous thats right-—so that
a man that wants to work can get work and give
him a more equal division of the wealth the -
~country produces, Now if our big men in the
. next year can't le t at well they Just ain't
blO men, thats all.

Rogers'!' answer and simple direct solutions over‘the
absurdly pompous éctions of experts enhanced his reputé-
tion as a healing. force in this desperate situation.
:Rogers related public cohcerns_to simple direct solutidns
and alternatives for the common citizéncrnIh this respect
he was more than a news comme ntator, for he was much mofé

personal with his- audience, The news commentator may

103111 Pogers Speech on Unemployment, October 18,
'1931 Columbia Broadcasting System, National Radio Hook-up,
Los Angeles, Calif. Will Rogers Memorial, Sound.and Tape
Collection #28, plus original manuscript.

lohiﬁiio (The spelling is Rogersf).
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utﬁervprophetic statements, but they aré of a more
abstract professional nature. Note for example, Rogers!'
Simplé?'direct Soiution'to_the depression during a
particular broadcast speech:

We avye the first nation in the history of

the world to go to the poor house in an
automobile: ocur potters fields are surrounded
with granaries full of grain, Now if there
ain't something '"cockeyed' in an arrangement
~like that, then this microphone in front of
me is a mousetrap. Its simply a case of
getting it fixed, all the feed is going into
one manger, and the stock on the other side
gin't getting any of it . . .

Now a mireacle cant happen-—all thqse people

get a job over night, its going to take time,

So they must be fed and cared for perhaps all

winter. . . .

_ The working classes didn't bring this on,

it was the big boys themselves that thought

this financial drunk we was going through was

going to last forever., They overmerged, over-

capitalized, and over everything else.lO
Will attempted to debunk and ummask the complex and high-
sounding programs of corporate business interests, How-
ever, this particuler speech on unemployment gives
evidence of Rogers' constructiveness. He never attempted
to destroy either persons or institutions; rather, he
~worked to improve impressions and conditions. However,

he lashed out at corporate business interests when he

said:

1051pid.
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Now ‘don't wait for the government to feed
these people, I have seen lots of audiences
and heard lots of appeals, but I have yet- to
see where the people knew the need, and the

. cause was there, that they dident come '
through. FEven Hurope who hates us and thinks
‘we are arrogant, bsd mannered, and everything

- else, will tell you that we are liberal.
Doggone it, our folks are liberal, I don't
know anything about fsmerica being "funda-

- mentally sound"” and all that Talter-dinner
hooey, " but 1 do know that America 1is funda-

" mentally generous, LU0 -

Although he joked about the defects of men and their
'affairs, his attacks were never maliclilous, and he
attempted to temper his disgcourses with notes of hopel'
and encouragement. Rogers' speeches and discourses
éttempted to unmask the Jjargon of big programs by trans-
lating them into common sense idioms, while 1aughing at
the quick solutions of the politicians and economists,
In order to fulfill this strategical dictum, Rogers
,attempted to effect change in the American attitude by
shifting .eway the ill-feeling toward Mr. Hoover in the
troubled years:

There is Ofthodox Quekers and then there are

the modern Quakers. The Orthodox stayed in

Philadelphia and the modern ones got out. The

further away from Philadelphia they got, the

more modern they was., Mr., Hoover's about the

most modern of them all. He got to Iowa. . . .

He graduated Mr. Hoover did, in 1895, The
year he graduvated theére wasn't any filling

- 1061pia,
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stations for a college man to work in, so he
took up engineering, He wasent a stationary
engineer; he was a locomotion engineer., I
guess. that is what you would call it, for he
was always moving, He couldn't seem to make
a go of it in any one place. He Jjust prowled
all over the world . . . he got a job in the
interior of China, It was quiet and nice and
fine there. He got married and went there,
China gave him a wonderful reception. They
put on the Boxer Rebellion for him when he
arrived. They was barricaded in the town of
Zin Zin, or Tin Tin, something like that, or
Sen Sen, I don't know the name of it, one of
those names, they all sound alike besides

" Hong Kong. They was barricaded there for a
long time, and the Chinamen shot at them for
three ‘months, 107 :

The common sense nature of his pronouncements on Presi-
dent Hoover greatlyvreflgcted the feaffirmatiQn‘strétegy
- he hoped to achiéveo With his informality snd style, he
would use a simple solution and generalization to show
the '"human side" of Mf, Hoover, the man.lo8 Later in this
seame broadcast, Rogers turned on Congress and unmasked the
- Jargon of its flood control programs and finsncial manip-
ulstions by tranélating them into the common sense idioms
of the average citizen while laughing at thé guick solu-
tions of fhe politicians and economists :
One time T was down in the flooded area of the
Mississippi Valley, I was shown around there

during the flood, and T saw some of the splendid
work Mr. Hoover did, he really saved people’s

} 107”111 Rogers, Wit and Phalosonhy from.the Radlo
“Talks . . ., April 20 1930,

108Martin, p. 35.




lives in that flood, he honestly did, he
gaved their lives., Out on a raft, he really
pulled the people out of the water with his
~own hands,. you know, and then after he got
them out and wrung them out, they was
Democrats., Well, that was wonderful you know,
Suppose you swam in and laid yourself liable
to some personal injury and dragged something
out and find out it was. only a Democral, you
have & tendency to shove him back in again
you know . . . . He kept them out, you know,
and that showed that he was weal]y a humanla
tarian at heart, you know, because Congress
ain't going to do nothing about the floods at
all. Just before they closed the last session,
they passed a resolution denouncing floods,
They came out against them. So, if you have
gat any friends in the Mississippl Valley, you
had better advise them to get a row boat., I
would put more dependence in a skiff during a
flood than I would in the whole of the Senate
or Government and all, you know.

It was this method of unmasking the jargon of big pro-
grams of the Congress by putting them into common sense
pronouncements in a rural idiom and ridiculing the quick
solutions of the politicians and economists that allowed A
Rogers!' hearers and radio listeners to be amused rather
than irritated by Rogers' discourses:
~Here it seems to be his mission, under the
gulse of reaillery, to tell us hard, blunt
truths, about ourselves-—truths about our
~ politiecs, our civic standards, and our socilal
- habits, They are the sort of truths that we
~do not like to hear, but we will take them

with a conta%ious chuckle and a piece of
chewing gum,

lo?lll] Rogers, Wit and Philosophy from the Redio
Talks . ..., April 20, 1930,

L10yartin, p, 35.
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-Rogers'_hﬁmor, thefefore;'wés very much a part of the.
reaffifﬁation strategy thaf sought to strengthen and
.intensify values,:béliefss and attitudes’already held by
- the audience. Rogers sought to use the American image
fo»the past tb shape the aqﬁions for the future. He
» reaffirméd those beliefs which were particulariy relevant
. to solving the depression situation,
The‘second strategy that Rogefsremployed was that

t?lll The notion of scapegoatihg

of the comic sca@egoa
suggesﬁs the selecﬁion and denigrafion of a common enemy
- as a device for uniting a cbnétiﬁuency and deflectiné

: étténtion away éromAits own fellures and problems. The
mbdern,mééter of this device was Germany's "Der Flhrer,"
. Adolph Hitler, who used both external and internal scape-
goalts as a means of concealing the divisions within his
bwn peo?le, The comic scapegoat, however, is less famil-
iar and it is certainly a less devastatiﬁg device because
it finds'the scapegoat within rather than without. The
comic scapegoat locates the éource of ourltroubleé not in
- an external enemy to be loaded with abuse but within our-
 selves. Thus, tﬁé unity 1t achieves is. through an ironic
appreciation of the ordinary human feelings we hold in

common.‘ If a political figure is attached he is also

lllFor a detailed examination on the Comic Scape~
goat see Hugh Duncan, Communication and Social Order,
Chap. 38, "The Comic SCapegoat" (New Yorks . Bedminster
" Préss, 196l). . Meéthodological footnote, N
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,humanized, His imperfections and foibles are.declared
to be widespread human foibles that the audience shares,
"They are not seen as diabolical_and systematically
planned'crimes against the people,

Rogers employed the étrategy of the comic scape-
-goat to build moralé, thus 1t was a healing device,
.Rogefs' speech at thé,Editor's'Banquet in Los Angeles in
November of 1931 is an example of his healing discoufseﬁ

Another convention--no matter how deep depres»
sion gets or hardships or poverty we are in,

you can always get a band of Americans to
forsake their comfortable homes and beds, leave
their compsasnions and friends, and go across the
country to attend a convention, I think about

a hundred years from now when some of our
ancestors--no, that's the ones that come before
us~T mean the fellow that comes after us--the
sheriff ~=no-—your forbears-—anyway the fellow
that comes after you~~Governor Rolfe says (
"descendents" is the word., That's the Missouri
education cropping out. Well, anyway, a hundred
‘years from now they will be attendlng conventions
somewhere.,

From this observation one can see that Rogers located the
source of the»Amerioan troubles, especially with large
organizations, within ﬁhe:Amerioan people. The unity he
échieved was through an ironic appreéiation of the ordinary
human feelings and failings held in common: |

I shouldn't be even attending a banquet in honor
of a man from Kansas-—-and 1if they even thought

112371 Rogers, Bditor's Banguet Speech, Book 006,
November 11, 1931, GradUHTS HeSsarch. Loan Pwle, Will
Rogers MemorlaL Claremore, Oquhoma




Talks . , ..

78

I called him "Mister"-—but I got a special
dispensation from "Wild Bill" Murray )
[Governor: of Oklahoma].  Bill.says .after. all,

- he is. a poor Republican,. Its just like
throwing stones at a dead elephant—-the poor
elephant in his old: age and dotage can't tell
his tail from his trunk and he has to feed
himselr,113 :

The interesting point'in Rogers' speech was that if he
attacked a political figure he was also humanized. For
an example, note Rogers! "humanizing" remarks in regard -
to President Hoover:

He won the wer for us. He really did. Did

you ever figure that ocut? He was our food

dicbtator. He won the war for us, but he

ruined our stomachs. He gave us liberty with

indigestion. You remember all the slogans

" we had during the war. Well, he is the

inventor of all of them-—'"Butter it thin and

you're bound to win;'" and '"Drink your coffee

black and give the enemy a whack," all of them.

‘Mr. Hoover thought of all those things, you

know, 11L
‘Rogers presented his diécourse in such a way that Mr.
Hoover's iﬁperfections and foibles were declared to be
widespread human foibles that the audience shared—not as
diabolical and systematically planned crimes sagainst the
people. Rogers excused the fault as widespread, and

pointed out this idea to his audience:

The politicilans, you know, they have all been
against him. That is what elected him. The

]

113114,
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minute the people found out the politicians
didn't want him, the whole nation said, he

18 the kind of fellow we want. Of course, .

we kid about his commissions and all that,
but I tell you in this late Wall Street
crigis, I really believe that the way he got
~all those big men together, really saved a
very delicate situation there, and you know
there 1s quite a psychology in getting a lot
of big men together cn.commissions with you.
You have just got theb wsny more men working

" for you, you know, Any time you tell a fellow
you will put him on some committee or something,

“he thinks, you know, it kind of makes him do a
little better, you know, and I think_ that 1s_
one thlng Mr. Hoover did about that,ll

In this strategy, Rogers was a master at bringing sbout
the unity that America needed so much through an ironic
appreéiation of the ordinary human failings held in
Qommon:
" Prohibition--they think Mr. Hoover ought to fix
" prohibition, Well, my goodness, Mr. Hoover
canft-—I1 don't know, but if T remember right,
the boys had a couple of nips under Calvin's
administration, I think they did.+l
Following this ironic appreciation of the ordinary human
feilings, Rogers continualdyideclared that Mr. Hoover's
imperfections'and,foibles were widespread human foibles
that the audience shared. "Prosperity-—millions of people

never had 1t under nobody and never w117 hdve it under .

anybody, but they all want it under Mr, Hoover w17 As

llSEditOr‘s Banquet Speech,

. Will Rogers, Wit and Philosophy from the Radio
Talks 3 3 ’ v L3 ) :

L1T1p14,




his remarks on Mr, Hoover ind;cate, Rogers pracficed the
idea that the blame for the depreséion was wideSpréad;f:'
and he used this as a healingldeviée fo build morale,

He practlced this idea as an element of recovery:

They are all wanslnw %omethlpg from Mr, Hoover,
If ‘the weather 1is bad or wrong, We blame 1t on
Mr., Hoover. So all in all, I believe he is

doing a pretty good job. . . . Women have always
been very strong for Mr. Hoover, When his
plcture appeared on the screen, all the time
women have slways applauded him. Even during the
war, the women would drop their knitting to
applsud for Mr. Hoover., Of course, they would be
knitting on a sock that the So]aler afterwards
wore for a sweabter, but you know, their patriotism
was better than their knitting, but they meant
well. T only cleim one distinction, and that is
thet I am the only person that EBKnow of that is
not on one of his commissions., ‘

vRogers 1ocated the source of America‘s depression
troubles—not in an ex ternal way or through an external
énemmeas Hiﬁler desglt with the Jews; he chanmeled our
frustration into laughter with'ﬁitticisms based on common
sense observations:

But we do. have two men wWe neturally look upon
not runglng around to yokel conventions,
galiventing clear scross country and swinging

at strange mosgultoes, and thats the President
and VicemPresident° We expect them to have more
intellect and intelligence and thats giving you:
the best of it Charlie. . . . We wanted to get
you out here before your sentenced to those four
.years but now that you are out on good behavior-—
you notice I call you "Charlie™ but that's all
right-—I knew the gentleman when he was just a
Senator-—when he was darned lucky to be called

1181pi4,
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anything but a "liar" by another Senator.
You ought to hear what Pat Harrison called
him,
Accordingly; Rogers! notibn of scapegoating
Duvgested the selection and denil fatioﬁ of the depression
situation as a device for uniting the American audience

and deflecting

o

attention away from its own failures and
‘problems, His remarks were brief and-to the point. As
he, himself, pointed out:

Being brief gives the impression of

intelligence and folks do admire intelli-

gence., Brevity and clarity show that you

have done some thinking, and that you know

what you are talking about.d '
-Thus, Rogers created sharp, terse and briéfjphrases which
-cbuld be easily remembered and whibh conbtained a great
1deal of common sense and vaiu.ee His implementation'ﬁo
restore basic American.vélues caused his listeners and
heareré'tobchuokle, agrée, and repeat to others his
countless witticisms and public utteraﬁces; |

Finally. Rogers!' discourse was pregented and

fashioned wi£h a messagé that could be evaluated in terms
of.its effect on the enviromment. Wé haﬁe viéwed the

depression situation, we have seen Rogers'! means in

} llgEdlto°‘s Banquet Speech, On this particular
occasion, at the Editor's Banquet, Rogers frequently
referred to Vice President Curtis who was the guest of
honor. The banquet was held at +hc Biltmore HObel, Los
Angeles,; California, :

]20

Martin, p. 108.
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effecting the gdals he hoped to achieve, and have
vexamined how these meéns were 1lmplemented in terms of
specific messages during‘the turbulent years of the
depression, Rogers implemented his discourse during the
depression experience through two basic stratggiés,
‘First of all, his strategy of reaffirmation sought.to
vstrengthén and intensify values, beliefs, and attitudes
that were held by the depreSSion:audiences. will did

nore thén remind his-héarers of its American traditions,
'he:sought té_uSe the AmeriCan image ofvthe pasﬁ ﬁo shape
our actions for the future. As a skillful persuéder,
Rogers reaffirmed only those beliefs which were partic»
ularly relevant to solving the pfoblem at hand. The values
that Rogers feltnwere most crucial to sustaining the
average American in an era when corporate institutions

and empires seemed to have betrayed him were faith in the
individual an& a healthy suspicilon .of large institutions
and quick political panaceas, ﬁis discourse sparkled
with remerks that affirmed theramateur over the profes-
sional, the simple direct solution over the absurdly
pompous actions Qf experté,-and'the debunking and unmask-
iﬁg of complex and high sounding programs. Throughout the

discourse, Rogers built the ethos of the stock character

of the'”yékel,"'while unmasking the jargon of big programs
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by ﬁranslating them  into éOmmon senseridioms, and
laughing at the.ﬁfopian solutions of the professiénai
'politicians‘

-Secqndly,:in empioying the strategy of the comic
scapegbat5 Rogers soﬁght_out the selection and denigraw
tion of a common enemy as a device for uniting the
Americén constituency énd deflecting attention away from
its own fallures and problémso Aé the comic.scapeéoat,
Rogers was locating the source of Américan trouble not
in an extermal foe but from within ourselves. Thus, the
unity he achieved was through an ironic appréciation of
the ordinary human failiﬁgs>ﬁe_hold in common., If a
political figure was attacked, he waé also "humanizéd,”
This was the case ofvPfesident'Hérbért'Hoover, Hoovér's
imperfections and_foibles were declared to'be.widespread
human foibles that the audiences shared, not as diabolical
and-systématically planned crimes against the people, |
Therefore, Rogers'! discourse'through_thought and action
excused the depression experience as widespread. This was

a healingwdevice to build American morale,



CHAPTER V
SUMMATION AND GONCLUSIONS

In this work we have attempted tovexplore the
Specific training, and the art of communication of Wili'
Rogers; also, we have atbttempted.to explore the bésic
preparation and the qualities that characterized the
discourse of this successful practitioner of oral com-
munibatién,
| ‘In viewing ouf work, we have arriﬁed'at,Some basié
,'conolusions: |
‘1; VThe 0ld Home Rench, in the Cooweescoowee
‘District of the Cherokee Nation, provided Will Rogers with
an identifioation with rural América while giving him
reverence for the faith of the plain "everyday"vcommon
-people, It was thié rénch environmént that gave depthTto:
his academic life aﬁd travels, It reflected itself with
“his workbon the vaudeville stage and complimented his
style of expressione’ The 01d Home Ranch gave his spoken
‘word a spontaneity that made it appear as if what he wés
doing was fun rather than hard work. This rural identi-

‘ficetion added freshness to his literary achievements,

These achievements represented the characteristics of

8y
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simplicity and directness»that followed him thrqugh his |
Alife,' fhis casual manner of expression was part of his
poée, |
2, Rogersf work was'based on timeliness and
eésentialisma He recognized that there werevno new
jokes, but old ones cast into new surroundings. Through
’his basic preparétion, he learned that old humorous
‘material and subject matter could be made effective by
relating it to current topics of public interest through
sim@lioity.ahd.directnéss,_ Because his work was~reléted
to topical events which at the time of presentation wés-
of,gréat public interest, the impact of his spoken word
was greatly reinforced and enhanged,- He had a very high
régardeor humorrand the present moment, and'this was the :
foundation of his preparation and guality of discourse,
3. Rogers'-method of showmanship_and Searohiﬁg
for humorous material gained momentum and deVe1opment
through-his early career on the variety stage of New York,
He searched for new material through the daily newspapers.
He often pointed out. that "p11 I know is what T read in
the Papers.” He found that by applying his ironic vision
' to immediste events, his comments became timely and essen-
tial. His note pad gives impetus to the notion that’he
gave careful thought to sponténeous humor, and it. provides
' proof that he put his witticisms into spoken énd written

expression beforehand. Thus his discourse grew from
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aphorisms, encapsﬁlated arguﬁents that ﬁere expanded as
the circumstances and inclinations presented themselves.

| .'h, The spontaneoﬁs humor and casual mannef of

expression and explanation'became part éf_his pose,
This pose had its beginnings with the identification with
rural America and the development of the stock charactérr
of the "yokel." It was within this pose of ignorance -
and studied carelessness that Rogérs blended the per-
sonalities of =& humorisﬁ~showman and Rogers the man,
together, Within.this pose of the 'yokel'" his audiences
considered him an average American who had become unusu- -
ally adept in figuring out simple solutions to the complex
Aprobléms of life with spontaneocus humor, This Yyokel"
‘pose exfended itself to include the areas_of economicé,
- politics, and social concerns of the United States, with
the exaggeration of ideas in form and contgnt.' |

5. Rogers' spoken word was presented and féshiohed
~in terms of its effect on~therenvirqnment, Through the
depfession experience, Rogers used a strategy of reaffir-.
mation to strengthen and intensify values, béliefs, and
attitudes that were held by depression audiences and
hearers, He reaffirmed thoseibeliéfs that were relevant
to solving the problems at hand. iTﬁese were the crucial
values that he fglf were essential to sustain the avefagé,
Ameriéan in the depression experience when corporate

institutions and financial empires seemed to have betrayed
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him. These-values ihéluded faith in the individual eand
a healthyfsﬁspicion’of largé institutions and empires, as
well as quick politioél panaceas,
| 6. Rogeré employed the Stratég§ of the comic

scapegoat to bring about the selection and denigreation

- of a common enemy. This, to Rogers, was a device for

uniting the American constituency and deflecting atten-
tlon away from its own féiiures and problems, Through the
comlc scapegoat, Rogers 1ocatedlthe sbﬁfce_of Aﬁerican
trouble within ourselves. VHe achieved unity through an
ironic appreciation of the ordinary human failings held

in common., His dlscourse expressed the notion Lhat the
b?ame for the depression experience was widespread. And
consequently, this was a healing device to build pmerican

morale,

Suggestions for Future Research

In.viewiﬁg possible future research, there seem
to be two poss Lble journalistic approaches that journal-
ism students might explore:

1. According to my research, there have been.onlj
twé columnists that have had g following of well over
forty million readers-—one was Phillip Peter Dunne,ithe

other was Will Rogers. An avenue of approach would be a
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cdmparison betWeéh the two, including style and subject
matter. :

2, One possible area of study and research would
be a study of Will Rogers' relative influence over the
réédership in the rural West aﬁd South-és opposed to
the urban Northeast, o |

In terms of rhetorical scholarsﬁip and research,
there seem to be four areas that need exploration:

1. One should attempt to.explorefthe broadcast
fhetofio of Will Rogers in terms of the radio advertising
he attached himself to——such as his brilliant use of the
éowboy "image" for Bull Durham cigarettes. Much might be
- learned about Rogers as a consoigus creator bf folk images
in the area,
| 2. One should study Rogers! use of analogy'ana
how he used such‘techniques in his art of persuasivev
action., Thé‘skilled use'of_analogy.appears constantly in
his work and it proved to be of great importance in his
- more sustalned argumentative discourse.

Bf There have been renewed emphasis on the "lost
canon'" of'rhetdriommMemory~mone should explore the area in
rélation to how he put his fadio broadcasts together, |
These brodcasté are remarkable as to his quick recall éf
facts, figures; and witticisms, There has been no emphasis

in this area at all,
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