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Introduction

When the United States entered the 20th century, the nation’s leaders were expected to uphold the ideals of 

integrity and public service. Yet, the early 1920s revealed a stark contrast between rhetoric and reality. The warren 

g harding teapot dome scandalnot only exposed deep corruption within the highest echelons of government but

also reshaped the American political landscape. This article delves into the origins, key players, and lasting impact

of the scandal, offering a comprehensive understanding of why this episode remains a pivotal moment in U.S.

history.

Warren G. Harding: A Quick Portrait

Warren G. Harding, born in 1865 in Ohio, rose from humble beginnings to become the 29th President of the United

States in 1921. Known for his charismatic simplicity, Harding promised a “return to normalcy” after World War I,

appealing to a populace weary of war and economic uncertainty. However, beneath his polished public image lay a

complex network of advisers and associates whose ambitions would later unravel his legacy.

•  Early Life: Harding''s modest upbringing in a rural setting instilled in him a belief that hard work could 

overcome any obstacle.

•  Political Rise: He served as a U.S. Representative, Senator, and Secretary of Commerce before winning the 

presidency on a platform of fiscal conservatism.

•  Presidential Style: Harding favored a hands �off approach, delegating many decisions to his cabinet, which 

inadvertently opened doors for corruption.

The Teapot Dome Scandal: An Overview

The Teapot Dome scandal centers on the illicit leasing of federal oil reserves in California and Wyoming to private

companies in exchange for bribes. While the scandal is often associated with Harding’s name, the key conspirators

were a mix of cabinet officials, oil magnates, and government employees who exploited lax oversight to secure

personal gain.

Origins of the Oil Lease System

In the early 1900s, the federal government controlled vast oil reserves on public lands. The standard practice was

to lease these lands to private parties through competitive bidding. However, the 1920s saw a shift toward a more

informal system, where the Secretary of the Interior could grant leases without competitive bidding, creating

opportunities for favoritism.

Key Players: Harding, Hoover, Kittredge, Piquet, and the Oil Barons

The scandal’s central figures included:

•  Warren G. Harding: While not directly involved, his administration’s permissive environment allowed the 

scheme to flourish.

•  Alfred M. Piquet: A former oil company executive who served as Assistant Secretary of the Interior, Piquet 

orchestrated the secret leases.



•  Harry M. Kittredge: Harding’s Secretary of the Interior, who initially approved the leases but later denied 

knowledge of the bribery.

•  Caleb B. Smith &amp; John D. H. Smith: Oil magnates who received lucrative leases in exchange for 

payments to Piquet.
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