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serts, is a result of short-lived changes in 
Medicare in the early 1980s that he con- 
tends made it harder for some of the el- 
derly to get medical care. Death rates have 
since resumed their decline. He notes that 
killers once regarded as inevitable "frail- 
ties" of old age, such as osteoporosis, are 
now considered treatable diseases. 

Fries's converging lines, says University 
of Chicago demographer Jay Olshansky, 
are meaningless. The fact is that overall 
life expectancy is affected by many more 
things, notably infant mortality, than just 
the survival of more people beyond 85. 
There may be a natural limit to life, but it 
is not necessarily 85. 

Indeed, University of Minnesota demog- 

rapher James Vaupel has scrutinized un- 
usually accurate Swedish data on 85-year- 
olds and found drastic improvements in 
remaining life expectancy during the past 
50 years. The same is true for Swedes as 
old as 100. If there is a biological limit to 
life, Vaupel suggests, it may be 100 years 
or more. 

The search has taken scientists to other 
species, notably to fruit flies. Early results 
from one study suggest that death rates do 
not rise for elderly insects. 

For most of us, unfortunately, all this is 
largely a theoretical exercise. We will con- 
tinue to die from "preventable" causes 
long before we have a chance to test the 
outer limits of biology. 
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Corruption "Democracy: Henry Adams and the Role of Political Leader" by 
B. H. Gilley, in Biography (Fall 1991), Center for Biographical 

And Democracy Research, Varsity Cottage, Univ. of Hawaii, Honolulu, Hawaii 
96822. 

In Democracy: An American Novel (1880), 
Henry Adams skewered the post-Civil War 
breed of political leaders for having aban- 
doned the high-minded disinterestedness 
of their patrician predecessors. Against the 
backdrop of corruption in the administra- 
tions of Presidents Rutherford B. Hayes 
and Ulysses S. Grant, the accusation 
seemed quite plausible. In fact, when the 
novel was first published anonymously, 
many American readers took it simply as a 
roman h clef. 

Senator Silas P. Ratcliffe, Democracy's 
villain, was actually inspired by James G. 
Blaine, who as speaker of the House of 
Representatives had helped to deny 
Adams's father, Charles Francis Adams, 
the GOP presidential nomination in 1872. 
Henry Adams "was not content merely to 
condemn his Senator Ratcliffe for betray- 
ing the people and for enhancing his per- 
sonal power," observes Gilley, an historian 
at Louisiana Tech University. Political cor- 
ruption, in Adams's view, had become a 
much more complicated matter than that. 

Ratcliffe had begun his political career 
during the Civil War as a well-intentioned 
governor of Illinois. "The Senator sought 
power to achieve legitimate political ob- 
jectives," Gilley notes, "but the quest for 
political power obscured his goals." His at- 
titude toward politics became calculating 
and selfish. Means became ends, integrity 
was sacrificed to expediency. Finally, the 
senator accepted a $100,000 bribe to stifle 
his opposition to a huge government sub- 
sidy for the Inter-Oceanic Mail Steamship 
Company and allow the legislation to 
emerge from his committee and reach the 
Senate floor. 

Adams did not excuse Ratcliffe's selfish 
rationale, Gilley says, but he did suggest 
that the erosion of Ratcliffe's will was a 
subtle development that was partly due to - - 

the pressures of democratic politics. .. 

American society's movement in an egali- ..-: 

tarian direction and the rise of political .: 
parties had changed the environment in . 

which political leaders had to act. George 
Washington had been able to stand above 
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political factions, but that aristocratic era thing couldn't be done today. . . . If Wash- 
was gone. "Washington was no politician ington were President now, he would have 
at all, as we understand the word," to learn our ways or lose the next elec- 
Ratcliffe comments at one point in the tion." Reluctantly, Henry Adams had 
novel. "He stood outside of politics. The come to the same conclusion. 

Inventing Leadbelly "'Our Singing Countryp: John and Alan Lomax, ~ e a d b e l l ~ ,  and 
the Construction of an American Past" by Beniamin Filene. in 
American Quarterly (Dec. 1991), Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 
701 W. 40th St., Baltimore, Md. 2121 1. 

Leadbelly, the black singer and guitarist among the most important of America's 
(1889-1949) who is now considered folk musicians, was first thrust into the 
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