Chapter 10 – Section 1
The Politics of the 1920's

Narrator: In 1922, the Teapot Dome oil fields in Wyoming gushed over in a scandal that rocked the administration of President Warren G. Harding.

Teapot Dome was located on public land reserved for emergency use by the U.S. Navy, only when regular oil reserves fell. Many politicians and private interests were opposed to the restrictions placed on such land. Among them was Senator Albert Fall, a Republican from New Mexico, who in 1921, was appointed by President Harding as Secretary of the Interior.

Fall convinced the Secretary of the Nay to turn the jurisdiction of the oil reserves over to the Department of the Interior, allowing him to legally lease these and other former naval reserves to private oil interests.

In return, Fall received gifts and no-interest loans in excess of $400,000 from oil men. These gifts were the illegal part of the transaction that became known as the “Teapot Dome Scandal.”

In April 1922, Wisconsin Republican Senator Robert M. Lafollette Sr. arranged for the Senate Committee on Public Lands to investigate the matter. The probe, sparked by a newspaper report, became one of the most significant in Senate history.

Expecting a tedious and probably futile inquiry, the committee’s Republican leadership assigned the panel’s most junior minority member, Montana Democrat Thomas Walsh to chair the panel.

Fall had covered his tracks well, but after two years of tenacious investigation, Walsh uncovered evidence of his shady dealings. The Montana Senator became a national hero for uncovering corruption, while Walsh became the first former Cabinet Member to go to prison as a result of misconduct in office.
The Teapot Dome Scandal became important for testing the Senate’s investigative powers. It helped lead to a landmark 1927 Supreme Court decision establishing Congress’ right to compel witnesses to testify before its committees.
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