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Greenville, ME - It is sad to witness our nation being torn asunder by politically opposed  extremists whose hatred for each other exceeds comprehension.  Each day partisans spew vitriolic condemnation using every form of media:  print, radio, television, and social.  If you are “one of them”, you are an irredeemably terrible person who probably abuses your spouse and kicks your dog.  And...we want to burn down your house.
But before we wring our hands while sobbing “Woe is America,” it may be instructive to review some U.S. history.  There have been numerous periods when levels of political passion were comparable.   Obviously, the Civil War comes to mind.  [Now we even fight over what name this conflict should be called!].   Hopefully our current animosities will not lead to another large armed conflict. I say “large” because we have already experienced instances of gun violence between opposing groups espousing different political agendas.  
Prior to, during, and immediately following WW I, Americans were polarized on the merits of the war. There were riots, general strikes, and government raids (3000 Americans were arrested by Attorney General Palmer).   In fact, American history is full of instances of pitched battles over political issues.  Most of my age recall the large-scale opposition to the Vietnam War involving diametrically opposed factions hurling insults at the other side.  Several lost their lives (Kent State massacre) and there were numerous major demonstrations met with police violence (1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago).  The actress, Jane Fonda, who traveled to North Vietnam to demonstrate solidarity with U.S. opponents in the war is still referred to as “Hanoi Jane.”  Returning American soldiers were often met with ridicule.  It was a very difficult period in our history.
The Presidential election in 1884 was full of acrimony nearly comparable to the current contest.   Grover Cleveland, a Democrat, was accused of fathering a child with an unwed mother.  Throughout campaign appearances he was taunted with chants of “Ma, Ma, Where’s my Pa?”   His Republican opponent, James Blaine, was accused of doing illegal favors for large corporate sponsors.   After he denied incriminating evidence, the chants against him were, “Blaine, Blaine, James G. Blaine, Continental Liar from the State of Maine.”
As early as 1791 the U.S. was split along lines either defending or condemning Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander Hamilton, for an affair with a married woman.  In fact, there has never been a period of extended political niceties toward opponents.  A book, Gentleman’s Blood: A History of Dueling, has a nice summary of those early 19th century times: “Men in public life called each other, not just the traditional ‘liar,’ ‘poltroon,’ ‘coward,’ and ‘puppy,’ but also ‘fornicator,’ ‘madman,’ and ‘bastard;’ they accused each other of incest, treason, and consorting with the devil.  Longtime political opponents almost expected duels.”  Hamilton politically survived the “affair crisis” but did not survive Vice-President Aaron Burr’s bullet in a duel thirteen years later.  President Andrew Jackson had been involved in at least 13 duels; one bullet remained lodged in his chest for the remainder of his life.
Throughout the 18th and 19th century American politics were just as partisan as today.  Newspapers took sides, outrageous charges (nearly all false) were distributed via flyers (their equivalent of the internet).  Thomas Jefferson was accused of being “pro-French” and “running a Congo harem out of Monticello.”  The foes of John Adams alleged that he had smuggled British prostitutes from England “to serve his needs.”  John Quincy Adams was accused in pamphlets of serving as a pimp for the Russian czar.  His opponent, Andrew Jackson, had charges made against him that he had murdered defectors during the War of 1812.
So let’s all of us take a very deep breath as we swerve right and left (so to speak) toward this upcoming election.  It is nothing more than deja vu all over again.
I thought you might like to know.
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