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Everett McKinley Dirksen cultivated a colorful, slightly eccentr;,
image during his career as a U.S. Senator from Illincis from 1951 until 1969
He favored rumpled suits and an unxuly crown of tousled hair that deligh.
ed cartoonists. A frustrated thespian, he enjoyed delivering long-winded
hyperbolic, and melodramatic speeches that rolled off his tongue in a rich
bass voice. His rhetorical style became so distinctive that late in his career
he achieved commercial success with recordings of patriotic oratory,
Dirksen also projected the image of a staunch conservative who revered
Abraham Lincoln and remained unswervingly loyal to the traditions of
American government.

Just as his easily caricatured appearance and language disguised
Everett Dirksen’s intensity, political ambition, and skill at legislative maneu-
ver, so too did his conservative image distract attention from other realities,
Throughout a long congressional career that began with sixteen years of ser-
vice in the House of Representatives from 1933 through 1948 before his
nearly nineteen-year tenure in the Senate, Dirksen repeatedly engaged in
efforts to alter radically the constitutional structure of American govern-
ment. While only the comparatively most moderate of the causes in which
he enlisted managed to succeed, at least three others achieved majority
approval in the Senate and two more obtained lesser, but still substantial
support. The demanding requirements of constitutional amendment—
approval by two-thirds of Congress or a constitutional convention followed
by ratification by three-fourths of the states—stymied attempts to construct
an American Constitution quite different from the one that prevails today,
but not before Dirksen put them to the test.

His political peers as well as journalists, political scientists, and his-
torians have regarded Everett Dirksen as one of Illinois and America’s most
effective mid-twentieth-century politicians, particularly during the decagle
beginning in 1959 when he served as leader of the Republican minority 10
the United States Senate. They credit him with moderating an early abra-
siveness and extremism, developing a capacity to work with legislators anl
presidents of both parties, and thereby shaping some of his era’s most S8~
nificant legislation, most notably the landmark Civil Rights Act of 19'_54‘
When Dirksen died at age seventy-three in September 1969, contemporaries
from George McGovern to Richard Nixon eulogized him as a great U.S.
Senator (although perhaps in some cases with questionable sincerity)- Early

68






