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William Allen White, editor and publisher of The Emporia Gazette,
confidant to the political noteworthy, major forcs in American late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century journalism, and writer of short stories
and novels left a myriad of material (including his Autobiography ) from
which ssholar/biographers have attempted toc assess his mind and heart.

[t seems= appropriate that the nine letters written to Loverna MormTis between
the years 1919 and 1940 become part of the record. Indeed, we might con-
sider that these letters are valuable because they offer insights more to the
heart than to the mind of the man. wWhite's many editorials, essays,
speeches, short storles, and novels reveal his social, political, and moral
positions; and, we can infer the sort of man he was. 1 Qn the othzr hand,
letters, written in response to the questions and needs of a friend and a
former ncighbor, offer glimpses of thoughtfulness and concern for another

* Loverna {Lovernc) Lawton Little Morris was bovn in Americus, Kansas,
September 23, 1896. At the age of twenty months she was sent to Emporia,
Kansas to live with her aunt and uncle in a house across the street from the
hame of William Allen White., 5he was a babysitter for the Whnite children

{ Mary and Willlam L. ); became a favorite of the Whites who introduced her
to the great and mear-great {including Teddy Roosevelt); and received
White's encouragement to pursue her interest in writing, After graduating
from Emporia High School and attending Kansas State Normal School {now
Emporia State Untversity )}, she tauaht briafly in Kansas, moved to Califernia
where she taught for two years, and, [inally. gravitated toward newspaper
work and free-lance writing. She has been active in writing ever since,
pablishing several children's books, numerous newspaper articles, and, as
recently as 1975 and 1978, articles in Ms, magazine.

The nine letters, presented in this article, are part of a gift of
material made by Mrs. Morris to her alma mater. Mrs. Meormris initiated the
aift by writing, on Qctober 28, 1980, to John E. Visser, President of Emporia
State University. offerlng her collection of unpublished matorial {subse-
guently including her papers and the White letters). President Vissor refer-
red her to Patrick G. O'Brien, Profeossor of History and Director of the EST
Center for Great Plains Studies, Professor Q'Brien was kind enough to pass
along to me the Whitc letters. 1 am grateful to Professor Q'Brien, the Center
for Great Plains Studics, and espacially to Mrs. Loverns Morris for the
opportunity to present the letters, T am also most gratetul to Mrs., W, L.
White for her permiszion to publish the letters,



human being that may help us, some thirty-five years after his death,
s2e the man as well as the "legend." The passage of time, as most of
us are aware, coften obscures the human qualities of a noteworthy public
figure and makes that person "larger than life.* Perhaps White's corre-
spondence with Loverna Morris can illuminate the one and diminish the
ather,

The letters that follow speak for themselves, I have, however,
wherez it seems helpful and not {intrusive, provided a context to the times,
the places, and/or the activities that motivated a particular letter. For
example, the earlizst letter, though sent to Mrs. Morris for her use and
at her request, carries the salutation, "To Whom [t May Concern.” It is
dated July 28, 1819, typewrltten on Gazette letterhcad, and recommends
LaVerne Little for a teaching position in the California schools. White
writes:

To Whom It Mav Concern:

I understand that Miss LaVerne Little is an
applicant for a position in the California schoois.
I have known Miss lLittle since the was a child,
She was my neichbor for noarly twenty years, and
I think T am in a position to speak advisably {hand-
corrected to read advisedly ] about her,

She is hard working, conscientious, and capable,
has good judgment, and is dependable. Her educa-
tional record speaks for itself. She s a graduate of
gur Kansas State Normal School, one of the best
Normal Schools in the world, and she is a fine, strong,
intellioent woman,

Trulv and sincerely vours,

White wrote again on December 4, 1920, once again in reply to
Mrz. Morris's request for assistance in obtaining employment. Type-
writton on Gazette lettechead, characteristically hand-corrected ,2 the
lotter veads:

My doar Verna:

There iz =ome sort of a Civil Service way into
the State Depariment. Write to the State Depart-
ment and ask them how cne qualifies for clerical
po=iticnz in the waricus councils [ handcorrected
to read counsulates ] tell them what you want and
where you want Io go and ask for blanks and for
notification when and where the ¢ivil service
examinations arc to be held, and also ask for the
topics upon which civil service examinations are



given. In that way I think you will be able to find
out what you want. If there is any way in which I
can help you, please let me know.

Sincerely yours,

In 1925, White wrote a series of articles for Colller's magazine
about Calvin Coolidge. His editorial duties, the Coolidge articles and
his other correspondence [some directly wlth President Coolidged} not-
withstanding, he took tim2 to express his interest in Mrs. Morriz's
problem=., Dated February 10, 1925, typewritten on Gazette letterhead,
and containing the handwritten addition bracketed below, the letter states:

My dear Verna:

I was glad to get your letter. [ am greatly
interested in all that you say but, alas, I don't
know any answer to your philosophical queries.

[ wish I could help you. [ handwritien insert: I

am as you know not a metaphysician. T am greatly
interested in your problem=s] I hope you are well.
We are getting on fine.

Mrs. White sends her kindest regards.
Sincerely yours,

The two letters that follow were written on March 7, and March 12,
1327, while White was on a speaking tour in California. The first notes
that Mrs. Mormris and White had visited briefly in Pomona, California. The
second is advice from a published writer to a beginner and 1s noteworthy
for White's encouragement and his "test” for literary merit. Both letters
are typewrltten on Hotel Constance, (Pasadena, California) letterhead.
The stencgraphic notation and use of an inside address {not shown below)
indicate that White may have dictated the letters.

Dear Verna:

My plans have been all upset by a telegram from
Mrs. White anncuncing the death of her brother,
Milton. I am tied up until Friday with speaking dates
every day. I expected after Friday, to find time to do
a little visiting, but alas, this news will probably
call me immedlately back to Emporia.

I am s0 glad I could see you even for that
brief moment in Pomona. It was lovely of you to
come there. You have a fine, handsome husband
and [ am proud of you.

Sincerely yours,



Dear VYorna:

T have your lettar and the onclosures came
which I read with interest; hat alas, there is
onlv one test, and that is the test of an editor
who wil) buv the material.

It soemed to me that you have ideas and
that you express them very welil, but I would not
know what to advise you. Send them to any
manazlae where you see staries of a similar kind.
T wizh I could help you but it dosen't se2m rossible.

Whea [ come out here again, we can talk them
over and perhaps we can get somewhers,

Sincercly yvours,

White's lutter of Pebruary 5, 1230, typeowritten on Gazetts letter-
head, oace again shows that Mrs. Morris sought White's advice an a
varizty of {zsues and problems.

De=ar Verna:

your letter ig too much for me. I couldn't
answar it in twanty pages, You are a dear Qirl
and we arc both very fond of vou, but the problems
you state and the issves that rise [handcarrected
to read raise] in them are deep fundamental problems
that humanity never has answered conclusively, and
never will because the answer iz based upon some
hookur af finite mind to infinite eszsence, and the
hookup never hae baen mads,

Wea are hoth very well., We are going to
Europe with Bill and the car early next manth for
ton or twelve weeks, [ wish indeed that we might
see vou the next time we come to California.

Mrs. White jolns me in love.
Sincerely yours,

mMary White died #ay 13, 1521, from a skull fracture suffersd
when she hit a tree 1imb while riding her horse., White's tribute to his
daughter, in the form of her obituary, is widely-known. Mrs. Morrls
had often been a babysitter for the White children., White replies to a
remambranca of Mary written by Mrs. Marris. His letter, typewritten
on Gazette letterhead, is dated November 1, 1934,
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Deur Yorna-

What a swoct and beautifu] letfer was vours
abcat Mary! 1t mads her live again. Mrs. wWhite
and T ara gratefr] to vou {or a preciovs half hour.

I hone vou are well and am glad that vour
daughter 13 enjoying schoel. Children are ahout the
only romnfort of one’s middle and declining years.

Mra. wWhite jolns meo in dearest remombrances.
Sincercly youre,

On Febroary 13, 1939, William Allen White gave the major speach
at the annual dinner of the Les Angeles Lincoln Club. His letter (0 KMrs.
Morris, typowritton on Gazette lettethead but carrving the retern, 2000
Spindrift Drive, La Jotla., California, Februarv 16, 1939, refers to the
publicity his talk received in the Log Angeles Timgs. Two articles appeared;
One, undcr the headline, "Whnite Urges Partv's Rebirth, " reprints the text
of nis speech. Another {an interview with White in which he compares
Galiforeia to paradisce, ) "Famed Editor Praises State;™ and with the sub-
head, "Gomman Man Ceis Best Break Here, Says William Aller White,
appears with a sicture captioned, "Saze of Emporia Speaks. " His spgsech
concludes, "What than shall be our cause? Tet us make it Lincoln's
cause, revived in these changad times -- the celse of human liberty as a
way to self-respect! "} White's speech was also reprinted in the Los
Angeles Daily News in o5 [ront-page fzature, "Views of the News" hy
Manchesatsr Boddy. Bodcy intraduces the toxt of the speech by ztating,
"Lazt night T had the good fortune to hear Wilitam Alien White of the
Emperia Garette deliver as profound a message as T have heard in more
thun a decade. 'S

The refersnce, in the same letter, to Mrs, Morris's Hking "Bilj's
book" is to the publication in 1934 of the novel, wWhat Pcople Said, by
White's son, William Lindsay White. The February 1%, 1939 letter follows,

De=ar Verna:

I know vou will not mind my inability to recall
vour hushand's name. I had it in my mind when your
letter canle and it is just stalled thero.,

I certainly appreciate yeour kind words about my
specch and I svppose that [ was one of the [ew m=n
who could got that kind of a spe=ch in the I.oz Angeles
Tiines in full, but it was there through ne merit of the
¢peech but chigfly becauss [ am a good [riznd of
Harry Chandlers,



Mrs, White and I were deilghted to know that
vou still think of us and of course we are pleased
that you liked Bill's book,

[ wish we could see you but we are going home
in a few days and I am afrald we won't get into your
part of the world., Let us hope for better luck next
time, Mrs, White jolns me in affectionate greetings.

Most cordially yours,

The last of the nine letters was written oo June 2@, 1940, It (s,
perhaps, the most interesting because 1t shaows the kind of anti-i{sola-
tionist thinking that accompanied what appeared then the certain defeat
of the Allles by Hitler's Germany. It is also interestlng in that it shows
White's involvement with the movement. [n fact, the letter mirrors his
precccupation with a forthcoming book. Only the day before his writing
to Mrs. Morris, he received a letter from George Platt Brett, Jr., his
editor at Macmillan Publishing Company. Brett gave White a carte blanche
autharization to organize and introduce a book of essays dealing with
America's defense.® The book, Defense for America, was published by
Macmtlian in late 1340; however, White's Preface {5 dated June 25, 1940:
obviously, the project was mostly culminated by the time Brett's letter
arTived, In addition to White's introduction, the book contains fourteen
essayvs by well-known public fiqures such as Barry Ringham, Henry Sloane
Coffin, James Bryant Conant, and Rabbi Stephen §. Wise, The collectlon
concludes with President Franklin D. Roosevelt's "Message to the Congress
of the Unlted States, May 16, 1940."

The letter may also be read as an effort to convince a most skeptical
audience -~ Mrs., Morris is a Quaker,

Dear Verna;

I am not trying to send your boy to war, 1
have a boy of mllitary age and I am trying to keep
us out of war. Briefly it is this:

1f we have the goodwill of the Allles when they
are defeated, which seems llkely, we can make
arrangements to get their fleet, If we have their
fleet we can defy Hitler with our fleet in the
Atlantic Ocean and theirs in the Pacific Ocean.
If we do not help the Allies, if we turn our backs
on them. they wlll see no reason for helping by
giving us their fleets, In which case if these
fleets go to Hitler he will have the power to take
the British possessions in the West Indies. These
islands control the Panama Canal., In a few months
he could bulid air and naval bases there and make



much trouble for us. If we let him move in after
defeating the British he would be violating the
Monroe Doctrine. He wlll not move in without

the British or French fleets. But he will move in
then and war will be certain. T am trying to keep
your boy out of war. I am trying to keep Bill our(sic)
of war. T am sending you a list of the men and
women who belong to our committee--some of the
best minds in America are with me.

Sincerely yours,

[handwritten below signature;
Affectionate Greetingsl

These nine letters, spanning twenty-one years, lndicate that
Willlam Allen White found the time to respond to his former nelghbor's
needs in a varlety of ways. He was a sounding-board for personal and
philesophical problems; he advised and assisted in employment and career
situations; and he maintained, in spite of geographical distance and passing
years, a concern for the well-being of another. The letters serve as a
record of friendship.
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NOTES

1Walter johnson's book, Selected Letters of William Allen White,
{ Newr York: Henry Holt, 1947 ), mainly presents White's correspondence
with public fignres. Only occasionally does Johnson include a letter from
"ordinary folk™ and only then to illustrate the sort of letters that White
received asking his advice on mundene problems. Johnson neotes that
White "followad the practice of answering all these letters. " [p.143).

2]ohnso‘n, . owil.

3tahnsan, p. 246-7

Los Angelss Times, February 14, 1939, 6-8. (Clippings file,
William #llen White Collection, William Allen White Memorial Library,

Emporia State University, Emporia, Kansaz).

Stos Angcles Daily Kews, February 14, 1939, 1 and 8. (Clippings
file, White Collection).

bretter to W. A. While from George Platt Bretr, Jr., Tune 19, 1940.
{Letter file, White Collection}.



