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THE WARREN G
HARDING TEAPOT
DOME SCANDAL: A
DEEP DIVE INTO
AMERICA’S GREAT
PRESIDENTIAL
CORRUPTION

When historians
discuss the most
notorious political
scandals in American
history, the Warren G
Harding Teapot
Dome Scandal almost
always tops the list.
More than a century
after it erupted, the

name still evokes
images of backroom
deals, secret bribes,
and the shocking
betrayal of public trust.
But what exactly was
the Teapot Dome
scandal, and why does
it continue to resonate
in discussions about
government
accountability? This
article unpacks the full
story—from the players
involved to the lasting
reforms it inspired.

The scandal did not
just tarnish the legacy

of an already
controversial
president; it also

exposed deep flaws in


https://app.ardentx.com/

the administration of
natural resources and
the unchecked power
of cabinet officials. By
understanding the
Warren G Harding
Teapot Dome
Scandal in its entirety,
we gain insight into the
fragility of ethical
governance and the
mechanisms that
eventually restored a
measure of integrity to
the executive branch.

Setting
the
Stage:
The
Harding
Administr

ation

Warren G. Harding
entered the White
House in 1921 after a
landslide election
victory. His campaign
promised a “return to
normalcy” after World
War | and the
progressive era of
Woodrow Wilson.
Harding was affable,
well-liked, and deeply
connected to
Republican party
insiders. However, he
was also known for
surrounding himself
with friends and
political cronies—a
group famously called
the “Ohio Gang.”
These men would go
on to play central roles
in the scandal that
would define his
presidency.

Harding's
administration pursued
an aggressive pro-
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business agenda,
including the leasing of
federal lands to private
oil companies. This was
seen as necessary for
national security and
economic growth. But
the lack of oversight

and the cozy
relationship between
government  officials

and oil tycoons created
a perfect environment
for corruption.

What
Was the
Teapot
Dome
Scandal?

The scandal’s name
comes from a curious
geological formation in
Wyoming known as
Teapot Rock, which
resembles a teapot.

This was one of the oil
fields set aside as a
naval petroleum
reserve by President
Taft in 1912. The
reserve was
designated to ensure
the U.S. Navy would
always have access to
fuel in times of war.
But in 1922, Secretary
of the Interior Albert B.
Fall secretly
transferred jurisdiction
of the Teapot Dome
field from the Navy to
the Department of the
Interior. He then leased

the field to the
Mammoth Oil
Company, controlled
by wealthy

businessman Harry F.
Sinclair, without
competitive bidding. A
similar deal was made
for the EIlIk Hills,
California, reserve to
the Pan-American
Petroleum Company,
run by Edward Doheny.

The Warren G



Harding Teapot
Dome Scandal
emerged when Fall was
later discovered to
have received massive
personal loans and
gifts from both Sinclair
and Doheny—totaling
around $400,000
(equivalent to millions
today). This was a
straightforward bribe
for access to the
nation’s strategic oil
wealth.

Key
Figures in
the
Teapot
Dome
Affair

e Albert B. Fall -
Secretary of the

Interior and the
central
wrongdoer. He
orchestrated the
secret leases and
accepted bribes.
Harry F.
Sinclair - Oil
magnate who
secured the
Teapot Dome
lease. Later
acquitted of
conspiracy but
served time for
contempt of
Congress.
Edward L.
Doheny -
Another oil
tycoon who
leased the Elk
Hills reserve.
Was also tried
but eventually
acquitted.
Senator
Thomas ).
Walsh - A
Montana
Democrat who
led the
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investigative
committee and
became a
national hero for
exposing the
scandal.

e Warren G.
Harding -
President at the
time, who died
before the full
scandal broke.
His role remains
controversial,
most historians
believe he was
not directly
involved but was
guilty of
negligent
oversight.

How the
Scandal
Unfolded:

A
Timeline
of
Deceptio
n and
Discovery

The Warren G
Harding Teapot
Dome Scandal did not
explode overnight. It
evolved through a
series of secret
transactions, whispers
in Washington, and a
dogged investigation.
Here is a condensed
timeline:

1. 1921: Harding
appointed Albert
B. Fall as
Secretary of the
Interior. Fall
quickly sought



control over
naval oil
reserves.

. April 1922: Fall
officially
transferred the
Teapot Dome
reserve to the
Interior
Department. No
public
announcement
was made.

. May 1922: Fall
executed a
secret lease with
Harry Sinclair for
Teapot Dome. A
similar lease with
Doheny for Elk
Hills followed
soon after.

. 1923: Rumors of
corrupt dealings
began circulating
in Washington.
Harding died
suddenly in
August, leaving
Calvin Coolidge
to handle the
aftermath.

5. 1924: Senator

Walsh’s
investigation
uncovered
evidence of the
bribes. The
Senate launched
full hearings.
Fall's loans from
oilmen were
publicly
revealed.

. 1929: Albert B.

Fall was
convicted of
bribery,
becoming the
first former U.S.
cabinet member
sent to prison.
He served just
under one year.

. 1930s: The

Supreme Court
annulled the oil
leases, returning
the reserves to
the Navy. Civil
and criminal
cases continued
for years.
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The
Public
Outcry
and
Media
Coverage

Once the Walsh
committee presented
its findings, the
American public was
outraged. Newspapers
ran front-page
headlines about the
“Teapot Dome” affair.
Cartoonists depicted oil
derricks literally
sprouting from the
White House. The
scandal became a
symbol of the corrupt
alliance between big
business and
government. For many,
the Warren G

Harding Teapot
Dome Scandal
represented everything
they feared about the
unchecked power of
the executive branch
and the greed of
industrialists.

Interestingly, the
scandal also gave rise
to a new era of
investigative
journalism. Reporters
like those at the New
York World dug deeper
into the  financial
records of public
officials. Public trust in
the Harding
administration
plummeted, and to this
day, Harding is often
ranked among the
worst U.S. presidents,
largely because of the

corruption that
flourished under his
watch.



Legal

Aftermat

h an

Landmg

Court
Cases

The Warren G
Harding Teapot
Dome Scandal
produced several
landmark legal
outcomes. The
Supreme Court ruled in
a series of cases, most
notably Pan-American
Petroleum & Transport
Co. v. United States,
that the leases had
been illegally obtained
and must be canceled.
Moreover, the federal
government sought to
recover the oil profits
that had been illegally

extracted. These cases
helped establish the
principle that executive
h officials cannot
alienate public assets

for private gain without

proper oversight.

, Albert B. Fall
nvicted of
accepting a bribe from
Doheny. However, the
legal process revealed
the difficulty of
prosecuting corruption
at the highest levels.
Sinclair and Doheny
both escaped bribery
convictions through
effective legal
defenses. Sinclair was
later jailed for
contempt of Congress
and jury tampering,
but the core bribery
charges did not stick
for the oilmen. This
outcome frustrated
many and highlighted
the need for stronger
anti-corruption laws.
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Impact on
U.S.
Governm
ent and
Ethics
Reforms

One of the most
significant
consequences of the
Warren G Harding
Teapot Dome
Scandal was the wave
of reforms it triggered.
The scandal
demonstrated that the
existing system of
congressional
oversight and criminal
law was insufficient to
prevent high-level
corruption. In
response, Congress
passed the following
measures:

e Leasing Act of

1920
Amendments:
Required
competitive
bidding and
public notice for
all oil and gas
leases on federal
lands.

Creation of the
General
Accounting
Office (GAO):
Strengthened
federal auditing
of executive
spending.
Increased
authority of
the
Department of
Justice:
Empowered to
investigate and
prosecute
bribery and
conflict of
interest cases
more effectively.

e Ethics codes

for cabinet



officials: Though
not codified
immediately, the
scandal
prompted a
tradition of
stricter ethical
standards for
presidential
appointees.

Furthermore, the
scandal reinforced the
importance of the
separation of powers.
The Senate’s
investigation under
Walsh showcased the
legislative branch’s
ability to hold the
executive
accountable—a lesson
that resonates to this
day.

Comparin
g Teapot

10

Dome to
Modern
Scandals

When people think of
the Warren G
Harding Teapot
Dome Scandal today,
they often draw
parallels to later
political controversies
like Watergate, the
Iran-Contra affair, and
even Whitewater.
However, Teapot Dome
was unique in its focus
on the specific abuse
of natural resources
and direct bribery.
Watergate involved
broader abuse of
power and obstruction
of justice, while Teapot

Dome was more
narrowly about
financial corruption.

Yet both scandals
eroded public trust and
prompted waves of
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reform.

In modern terms, the
Teapot Dome scandal
is frequently cited in
discussions about the
revolving door between
government and
industry. The cozy
relationships between
the oil industry and
Interior Department
officials then
foreshadow debates
today about fossil fuel
lobbying, deregulation,
and conflicts of interest
in energy policy.

Legacy
for
President
S and
Public

11

Memory

Warren G. Harding’'s
reputation was forever
damaged by the
scandal. While Harding
himself was not
convicted of any crime,
his administration’s
corruption defined his
legacy. Historians note
that Harding died
before the full details
emerged, which spared
him the humiliation of
impeachment but left
his reputation in ruins.
In later decades,
biographers painted
him as well-intentioned
but weak—a president
who trusted the wrong
people and failed to
monitor their actions.

The term “Teapot
Dome” itself entered
the American lexicon
as shorthand for any
large-scale

government

corruption. It remains a



staple in high school
history curricula and

political science
textbooks. The
Warren G Harding
Teapot Dome
Scandal is a
cautionary tale about
the dangers of
unchecked executive
power and the
necessity of

transparency in public
administration.

Lessons
Learned:
Preventin
g Future
Scandals

What can we learn
from the Warren G
Harding Teapot
Dome Scandal over a
century later? First,
that rigorous oversight

12

mechanisms are
essential. The scandal
only came to light
because of a multi-year
Senate investigation
and a diligent
committee chairman.
Without that
investigation, the
bribes might never
have been uncovered.
Second, that conflict-
of-interest laws must
be robust and
enforced. The fact that
an Interior Secretary
could accept massive
personal loans from
oilmen without
immediate public
scrutiny showed a gap
in ethics rules that took
years to close.

Third, that a free press
plays an indispensable

role in exposing
corruption. The
journalists who

covered the Walsh

hearings and
investigated the
financial connections
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helped keep the story
alive. In an age of
dwindling local news
and rising
disinformation, the
Teapot Dome story
reminds us that
democratic
accountability depends
on informed citizens
and independent
media.

Conclusio
n

The Warren G
Harding Teapot
Dome Scandal
remains one of the
most infamous
chapters in American
political history. It laid
bare how easily public
trust can be sold off to
private interests when
oversight falters and
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13
ethical lapses go
unchecked. From

Albert Fall’s greed to
the eventual legal
battles that wrestled
back control of national
resources, the scandal
taught the nation hard

lessons about
governance. Today,
modern

reforms—many born
from the ashes of
Teapot
Dome—continue to
shape how we expect
our leaders to behave.
As we face new
challenges of corporate
influence and
governmental
transparency, the story
of Teapot Dome is as
relevant as ever. It
stands as a permanent
reminder that integrity
in public office is not
optional—it is
essential.



