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OWEN J. ROBERTS AND ATLANTIC
UNION

Clarence K. Streit T

“Justice Roberts’ services to defense as well as to the judiciary
were manifold, but perhaps the finest thing he did was the sacrifice
he made in resigning from the Supreme Court to devote himself to
the cause of Atlantic Union.

“The subject today is vitally important. All probably agree to
the importance of Atlantic unity but few act.”

I shall never forget these words of General George C. Marshall.
His tribute to the Justice was part of a public statement he made to me
only five hours after the Justice died. Three days earlier the office
of the Atlantic Union Committee in Washington had received a letter
from General Marshall, accepting an invitation from the Justice, its
founder and president, to become a member of its Advisory Council.
I hastened to telephone the good news to Justice Roberts, for I felt that
it surely would help him recover from his long illness.

Mrs. Roberts answered, and her news was bad. The Justice had
suffered a relapse; he was doing “very poorly; his doctors had just
held a consultation and . . . he is not going to get well.” I could
not believe it. There was little hope left. I tried to encourage it. I
had gone with him in 1947 when he had called on the General, then
Secretary of State, and first urged him to come out for Atlantic Union.
Knowing how much the General’s acceptance would mean to the Jus-
tice, I hoped it might cheer him enough to give him new life. Mrs.
Roberts said she would tell him the good news.

To make this tonic still stronger for him, I decided to try to get
the General to make a public statement endorsing the congressional
resolution for a convention to explore the possibility of forming an
Atlantic Union. When I telephoned him at his home in Leesburg,
Virginia, and asked to see him, he readily agreed. He explained he
was coming into Washington May 17th to attend the funeral of
General Brehon Somervelle; he would see me that afternoon at his
office. At noon that day I learned that the Justice had died at 10:20
in the morning.
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Such were the circumstances in which General Marshall made his
widely headlined statement strongly endorsing the Atlantic Conven-
tion resolution—and paying the most discerning tribute to Justice
Roberts that I have read. Nearly all the obituaries and editorial
tributes I saw concentrated on his legal career (including the Pearl
Harbor inquiry). They gave scant attention, or none at all, to his
work for international federation and Atlantic Union. None gave to
it the importance that the Justice himself gave, and that General
Marshall did.

I believe that history will find that General Marshall was right
when he gave first importance to what Justice Roberts did for Atlantic
Union, and so I welcome this opportunity to tell what I know about
this neglected chapter in his life. Time and space do not permit me
now to give all the important evidence of the Justice’s work in the
international field. I shall confine myself to the things that stand out
most in my own memory of the fourteen crowded years of association
and friendship I enjoyed with him. I hope that those who find this
approach too personal will look with some indulgence on the result, if
only because the evidence is not hearsay, and the facts I report speak
their own importance, as do the words I shall quote from Justice
Roberts.

* * *

My story begins in 1941 when I first met Justice Roberts. He
was the kind of man you remember from the day that you first saw
him. This is how I came to know him:

I was then seeking a man of national stature who could give the
movement for Federal Union of the Free the leadership that was
essential for its advance. The best man for the purpose, it seemed
to me, would be a.Justice of the Supreme Court. Its members were
out of politics, and our cause needed to avoid gaining any partisan
flavor. Moreover, the bench is much more concerned than the execu-
tive or legislative branches, or anyone else, with the basic principles
of the Federal Constitution; the Justices could understand most readily
our plea that these principles be applied between democracies, and they
could contribute most authoritatively to this purpose.

Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, whom I had met while
covering his department for The New York Times, suggested Chief
Justice Hughes would best fill our needs and seemed to think it quite
within the range of possibility that he could be won over. However,
in answer to my request for an interview, the Chief Justice stated that
he should not talk with me since our cause might some day enter into
a case that would come before him as a member of the Court.






