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598 THE NEW ENGLAND QUARTERLY
successful lawyer of his time. The costs of being a public servant
combined with the need to support a family must have indeed been
burdensome. This may account for some of the letters that empha-

size money-accumulating or money-spending ventures. Yet one is
confronted with the young Webster and his plea, upon beginning
the study of law, that "(i)f I prosecute the profession, I pray God to
fortify me against its temptations." In the same letter of May 18, we
find the following questions:

What shall I do? Shall I say "Yes, Gentlemen," and sit down here to
spend my days in a kind of comfortable privacy, or shall I relin-

quish these prospects, and enter into a profession where my feelings
will be constantly harrowed by objects either of dishonesty or mis-

fortune; where my living must be squeezed from penury (for rich
folks seldom go to law) and my moral principle continually be at

hazard?

The discrepancy between the queries of the fledgling lawyer and
the pursuits, a few decades later, of the more mature (and less
idealistic?) politician is striking. One must wonder whether Web-

ster had truly abandoned all ethical considerations. In 18o6 he
wrote "(t)he evil is, that an accursed thirst for money violates every-

thing. We cannot study, because we must pettifog." He appears to
have been repulsed "by the mean, money-catching, abominable
practices, which cover with disgrace a part of the modern practitioners of the law." In the very next sentence, Webster commented
on what seems to have been his great source of discouragement as a
young man:

The love of money is the ruling passion of this country. It has taken

root deeply, and I fear will never be eradicated. While this holds

everything in its gripe, America will produce few great characters.

We have no patronage for genius; no reward for merit. The liberal
professions are resorted to not to acquire reputation and conse-

quence, but to get rich. Money is the chief good; every eye is on it;
every heart sighs for it. When the day will come when these things

shall be ordered better, you and I cannot tell, but will hope that it

will come some time.

These early expressions of distaste for the more materialistic side

of the law stand in sharp contrast to letters written to Nicholas
Biddle, President of the Bank of the United States, some two
decades later. For his legal services on behalf of the Bank, "I shall
take the liberty of charging somewhat liberally," Webster told
Biddle. And Webster's quaint reminder to Biddle in 1833, that

