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  PROLOGUE




  In June, 1924, three thousand Americans descended on the canyons of New York City. Some were Methodists, some were Baptists, others Catholics, and still others nothing. All had prejudices. There were Rotarians, Knights of Columbus, and members of the Ku Klux Klan. Some liked their liquor; others were dry. Some were whole votes, some were half votes, and some had no voting power at all. Together they represented democracy and Democracy, because all were delegates or alternates to the snarling and homicidal roughhouse known as the Madison Square Garden Convention.




  This book is about that gathering, about the developments leading up to it, and about its significance to modern American history and to the Democratic party. William Gibbs McAdoo, one of the contestants in that convention, once said that he hoped someday to write a book about it. Although he never did, he indicated what was required. “It will have to be done,” he exclaimed, “on a broad canvas; a picture vivid with fire and drama.”




  I am not certain that I have accomplished that. But, if I have failed, it is not because the event lacked color. Indeed, in the course of my quarter-century research on American life in the post–World War I era I have been the vicarious participant in some sensational and moving episodes—the bitter League of Nations fight, Woodrow Wilson’s sudden illness and his last days in the White House, the hysterical outburst known as the Great Red Scare, the seamy Teapot Dome scandals, and the Greek-like tragedy of Warren Harding’s demise. But no one of these was so charged with emotion or so much fun to write about as the Madison Square Garden Convention.




  By their very nature political conventions are exciting and dramatic. James Farley once remarked, “A political convention blows in and out like a ninety-mile gale.” “Why, if they ever took a sanity test at a political convention,” said Will Rogers, “98 percent would be removed to an asylum.” H. L. Mencken characterized a convention this way: “There is something about a national convention that makes it as fascinating as a revival or a hanging. . . . One sits through long sessions wishing heartily that all the delegates and alternates were dead and in hell—and then suddenly there comes a show so gaudy and hilarious, so melodramatic and obscene, so unimaginably exhilarating and preposterous that one lives a gorgeous year in an hour.”




  Mencken, Farley, and Rogers meant their comments to apply to all conventions, but political observers would undoubtedly agree that they apply most vividly to Democratic conventions. George Creel once said, “With the Republicans, politics is a business; with the Democrats, it is an emotional experience . . . a combination of Christmas and the Fourth of July.” “Democrats only feel at peace with themselves when they are in an ecstatic boil,” observed Walter Lippmann. Arthur Krock contended that “All Democrats would rather fight than eat.” Indeed, Democratic conventions have often been turbulent affairs. “To a Republican,” said Krock, “[peaceful] conventions are the light of his eyes and the breath of his nostrils. They mean victory, jobs, power, high tariff bills, White House receptions, Gridiron dinners, peace. To a Democrat they are ghastly because he cannot smell the warm odor of his party’s life blood.” William Allen White claimed that “A Democratic convention has to smell the blood of a death struggle before it can decide upon whom it will honor.” Only then does it finally thrust its tattered standard “into the broken hands of some punch-drunk politician and he is pushed out into the lists where the unmaimed Republican candidate awaits him.”




  The Madison Square Garden Convention was all this and more. It was fitting that it was held in the Garden. John W. Davis, another of its participants, called it “a three ring circus with two stages and a few trapeze acts.” Actually it was more like a war or, symbolically for the Garden, a sensational prize fight. There were preliminary matches, sweating and struggling handlers, brashly confident managers, and ambitious contenders. Finally there was the spectacular main event itself. The ultimate decision on this fight, however, was not really given until Franklin D. Roosevelt’s election in 1932. Even that seemed anticlimactic by comparison.




  As a historian my primary task is to recapture the flavor, the excitement, and the turmoil of that gathering for the reader, but before attempting to do so I must caution that this convention was but a part of the larger story of the development of the Democratic party in the post–World War I years. Republican ascendancy in the 1920s has tended to minimize the significance of Democratic party history during this era. To most observers that party has appeared to be so ineffective and disorganized that it has received little more than passing attention. In their haste to explain the presidential administrations of Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover, historians have traditionally ignored their defeated Democratic opponents. Only Al Smith has elicited much interest, partly because he was so soundly beaten and partly because he was the alleged forerunner of the New Deal. In this process not only have Democratic leaders like James M. Cox and John W. Davis been overlooked but so have numerous other Democrats for whom the Republican party had no counterpart.




  In the last several years this oversight has begun to be corrected. The most important work in this regard has been David Burner’s The Politics of Provincialism: The Democratic Party in Transition, 1918–1932, published in 1968. Using careful research, offering elaborate citations, and employing some quantification techniques, Professor Burner traced the difficulties of the Democratic party from the breakup of the Wilson coalition during World War I to the emergence of Franklin Roosevelt in 1932. With even-handed coverage, he analyzed the divisive themes that split the party, the disastrous three-way election of 1924, the unsuccessful attempts at party reorganization, and Smith’s ill-fated “Brown Derby” campaign of 1928.




  Building on earlier suggestions made by such writers as William E. Leuchtenburg, Seymour M. Lipset, J. Joseph Huthmacher, and Samuel Lubell, Burner’s general thesis was this: The Democratic party emerged from World War I shattered and confused. In the twenties it experienced further division because of certain moral and social issues and because of a developing struggle between rural and urban elements for political dominance. Through its own actions, and with a helpful assist from Republican prosperity, the party suffered horribly in the presidential elections of 1924 and 1928. Paradoxically, however, political trends at the state and local levels were running in its favor despite consistent Republican presidential victories. Finally, in 1932, Franklin Roosevelt came into office as the result of shifts in voting patterns which had been building for some time and which were only partially Depression-induced.




  I accept this thesis; indeed, this present work tends to reinforce it. My path to this conclusion, however, was not premeditated and simply developed out of my attempt to tell an interesting story effectively. Moreover, I arrived at this conclusion by a different route from that followed by Burner or the other scholars. Where some of them used scaling and quantification techniques to prove their points, I have relied almost entirely on the contemporary press, personal manuscripts, and autobiographies. Where most of these men handled their material analytically, I have tried to write an old-fashioned descriptive and literary narrative. Where Burner, in particular, gave careful attention to all aspects of the 1918–32 period, I have focused chiefly on the events surrounding only a single episode.




  The net result, I trust, is complementary. I hope this present narrative will add to the work of the other scholars by illuminating more clearly the human side of the Democratic party’s postwar internal turmoil—the resentment, the anger, the hatred, the doubts, the fears, the wrecked ambitions. Although I have chosen deliberately to emphasize these personal aspects, I know that as a historian I must remain sensitive to the general movements and societal trends of which they are a part. Consequently, I have endeavored to inject into the book, especially in the opening and concluding sections, material relating to those general developments which will impart meaning and balance. Even here, though, my thrust remains essentially biographical. Where other scholars see social, cultural, and demographic movements manipulating and controlling men, I still see men as the primary initiating agents. And I remain convinced that insofar as politics is concerned human reactions involving pride, vanity, lust for power, and revenge still dominate. When the precise moment of political combat arrives, symbols, myths, and shibboleths provide more understanding of the ensuing struggle than do social trends or party principles. At that moment human foibles, character defects, and heated verbal exchanges become more critical in their influence than the issues themselves. In the end I find that luck, or fate—whatever you wish to call it—frequently cancels out even the importance of general movements and emerges as the most powerful final political determinant.




  For these various reasons the Madison Square Garden Convention became for me not only an interesting story but a logical focal point in the history of the Democratic party in the pre–New Deal period. Some scholars claim that the Smith campaign of 1928 was the most important episode during those years. A larger group believes that the Roosevelt election of 1932 was the watershed event. Perhaps all of us are a little wrong and a little right. As one recent study shows, there was probably no one year or episode that signaled the exact moment when the critical changes taking place in the Democratic party in the postwar period were most ideally expressed.




  Yet the Madison Square Garden Convention was certainly the most acrimonious and bitterly fought event in the Democratic party’s modern history. It involved more arguments, aroused more passion, left more wounds, and shed more political blood than any other single incident. During its sixteen days and 103 ballots the party virtually committed suicide. Daniel Roper, one of the convention participants, later said, “No man or woman who attended the Convention of 1924 in the old Madison Square Garden will ever forget it. This country has never seen its like and is not likely to see its like again.” Thirty-two years later, Al Smith’s daughter, Emily Smith Warner, wrote: “Even yet I cannot think of the convention of 1924 with any pleasure. Traits that I do not like to think of as American played too great a part that year at the old Madison Square Garden.”




  In his book, Professor Burner claimed that this fateful convention placed the Democratic party’s difficulties in the post–World War I era “into definite form, assigning the participants and fixing the points of dispute.” Indeed, the Madison Square Garden Convention acted much like the narrow waist in an hourglass. Before that convention, most issues and political attitudes prevalent in postwar America were perceived only as an undifferentiated mass. It was difficult to distinguish one from the other, just as with the grains of sand before they pass through the constriction. But at the convention, for a brief while, each issue, each reaction, each attitude became immediately identifiable. After it they tended once again to lose their separateness. For the moment, though, they had been clearly discernible, and they would never again be so anonymous. As Walter Lippmann claimed at the time, the nation learned through the Garden convention “more at first hand about the really dangerous problems of America . . . learned more of the actual motives which move the great masses of men, than anyone of this generation thought possible.”




  Lippmann’s generation has passed but the historical record remains, along with the insights afforded by that suicidal gathering. Exhibiting many of the worst aspects of the American political tradition, this convention marked a crucial moment when normal democratic procedures resulted either in failure or were sorely tried. It sundered Democratic party loyalties and confused rather than clarified almost all the issues. It further demonstrated that not all matters of vital concern to the national electorate are subject to or even capable of a reasonable political solution. Still, the 1924 convention and its aftermath also provided eloquent testimony to the tenacious belief of the American public in the efficacy of the democratic process and to the Democratic party’s persistent search for a workable political consensus.
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  “It was a landslide, it was an earthquake,” moaned Joseph P. Tumulty, President Wilson’s private secretary. Franklin Roosevelt, the defeated Democratic candidate for Vice-President, wrote at the head of a letter to a friend: “Franklin D. Roosevelt, Ex V.P., Canned. (Erroneously reported dead).” Ohio’s Governor James M. Cox, the primary victim of the avalanche, was too stunned to comment at all.




  It was a fantastic victory. Although all indices had pointed to a Republican success in 1920, no one had dared predict such a staggering Democratic defeat. The vote as recorded by the New York Times was 16,181,289 for Warren G. Harding; 9,141,750 for Cox; and 941,827 for Eugene V. Debs (Socialist). Harding carried thirty-seven of the forty-eight states and received 404 electoral votes. His popular majority (60.3 percent) was the largest yet amassed in the nation’s history. Because of the election, the Republican party now controlled the House 303 to 131, the widest margin in the party’s annals. In the Senate the Republicans not only retained all their seats but captured ten from the Democrats, giving them a margin of twenty-four. Thus, the decade of the 1920s began with the Democratic party in full retreat and the Republicans preparing to establish their “return to normalcy.”




  The precise reasons for this change in the American political climate have been the subject of much debate. Some have said that support for American participation in the League of Nations marked the downfall of the Democrats. Some have claimed that the Democratic defeat was merely a product of “the times” and represented a reaction against the idealism of World War I. Others have laid the blame on a whole series of popular frustrations growing out of postwar socio-economic conditions collectively and derisively labeled “Wilsonism.” Still others have contended that it was because of the personal magnetism of Harding along with the positive appeal of his normalcy proposals. Whatever the reasons, the overwhelming Republican victory in 1920 indicated that political alliances were in flux and that a sizable portion of the voting population was unfettered by party tradition. Significantly, on the very day that New York City gave Warren Harding a 400,000-vote plurality, it endowed incumbent Democratic Governor Alfred E. Smith with a margin of over 325,000.




  Long before 1920 there had been a gradual loosening of political loyalties in both parties. For the Democrats this was accompanied by a creeping organizational paralysis. Beginning in 1916 a noticeable conservative trend had set in among Democratic congressional leaders as a crumbling of the old progressive New Freedom coalition became apparent. This development was accentuated by World War I. Some Democratic leaders, especially from the South and certain nonprogressive areas of the North, expressed increasing distress over President Wilson’s handling of the war, particularly his expansion of executive power. With the advent of the Armistice, many of these Democrats joined with Republicans to speed up the dismantling of wartime boards and agencies, rivaling their Republican counterparts in calling for a quick return to prewar conditions. The ill-fated congressional campaign of 1918 and the ensuing struggle over the League of Nations added to the Democratic party’s troubles and further sapped Democratic strength.




  President Wilson’s stroke in September, 1919, completed the Democratic disintegration. The impact of the President’s helplessness was catastrophic, both on the proper functioning of the executive branch, and on the effectiveness of the Democrats in Congress. In the silence emanating from the White House sickroom, congressional leaders could discern no clues as to how they were to keep the party together or attack the nation’s pressing postwar problems. By his earlier avoidance of postwar planning Wilson had left no guideposts for his congressional lieutenants. Resultant confusion over goals and a vacuum in executive leadership caused party unity to collapse. By 1920–21 the Democratic party had disintegrated into a confederation of sectional interest groups which argued angrily over such matters as railroad legislation, public power, taxation, farm relief, and the tariff.




  The Republicans, meanwhile, enjoyed the Democratic discomfort. But, when they were presented the opportunity to assume the leadership role after the congressional elections of 1918, they could not capitalize on it because they too were divided on many of the issues. Both during the prewar and the wartime periods their opposition had been mainly negative; they had developed neither a program nor a blueprint for action. Beyond demanding that all wartime regulatory controls cease, the Republican leadership had little to offer. Out of the White House for eight years and still infected by the animus arising from the 1912 Bull Moose schism, the party seemingly had no sense of purpose and no recognized leaders to look to for guidance.




  Almost by default Warren Harding, a skillful compromiser and pacifier, stepped into the breach. From his front porch in Marion, Ohio, he articulated during the 1920 campaign those policies which most Republicans could embrace. Resting on Republican tradition, Harding promised tariff revision upward for the benefit of both farmers and businessmen. He advocated tighter immigration restriction, a big navy, and an expanded merchant marine. He championed the conclusion of peace treaties with all former enemy states but did not endorse American participation in the League. He favored an antilynching law and the appointment of more blacks to federal office. He supported the elimination of excess-profits taxes and the lowering of surtaxes on private incomes. He believed in remedial credit legislation for the farmer. And he was heartily in favor of economy in government and the creation of a budget system for monitoring federal expenditures. This last, he said, was especially necessary to effect a “return to normalcy.”




  The nation liked both what it saw and what it heard from the Marion front porch. Currently experiencing a sharp postwar depression, and suffering from the twin blights of an antiradical hysteria and widespread labor unrest, the electorate voted in droves for the handsome Ohio senator. Following his election the public applauded as Harding seemingly set a high tone for his administration by appointing to his official family such outstanding men as Charles Evans Hughes (Secretary of State), Andrew W. Mellon (Secretary of the Treasury), Henry C. Wallace (Secretary of Agriculture), and Herbert C. Hoover (Secretary of Commerce). Calling a special session of Congress to convene immediately after his inauguration, Harding presented it with a message that included all of the items he had mentioned on his front porch, together with the request that they be enacted into law without delay.




  For the next two years the Republican-dominated 67th Congress struggled with Harding’s normalcy program and ultimately passed most of it. As a result, by 1923 the administration’s achievements were rather impressive. In foreign affairs it not only had normalized relations with former enemy countries (Germany, Austria, and Hungary) but had played host to a successful international disarmament conference (the Washington Disarmament Conference of 1921–22). It encouraged a return of business confidence by eliminating wartime excess-profits taxes, lowering income-tax rates, and stimulating foreign trade. It rejected an expensive soldiers’ bonus. It initiated a program of government savings and established a system of budgeting (Budget and Accounting Act of 1921). It attacked the rural postwar depression by supporting numerous farm relief measures as well as catering to rural demands for lower freight rates. It secured immigration restriction (Per Centum Law of 1921) and forced through a higher tariff (Fordney-McCumber Tariff of 1922). Only on the matter of an antilynching bill and the strengthening of the merchant marine did the administration fail to achieve its objectives.
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  The advent of an administration backed by a popular mandate and the subsequent enactment of its program into law should have reduced partisan friction and allayed much of the postwar political unrest. Instead, the opening years of the 1920s were stained by more inter- and intra-party strife than any period since Radical Reconstruction. As during the post–Civil War era, most of this strife was either a direct or an indirect outgrowth of war. In establishing the general parameters of American politics throughout the Roaring Decade, World War I had no peer. Where the war did not create new problems for the American political system, it exacerbated latent ones, especially as these latter became entwined with regional and class differences and with political partisanship. Some of these problems were traditional and remained the visible issues around which most political discussions swirled—taxes, the tariff, farm relief, government spending, and international cooperation. But equally important in agitating the political scene were other war-connected developments, for the most part noneconomic and nondiplomatic. Impervious to rational analysis and defying easy political categorization, these developments would prove to be the main transforming agents in the political area and provide the basis upon which a reorganization of modern American politics would ultimately rest.




  The first of these developments—nativism—was not new to the American experience, having assumed different forms at different times. World War I gave it tremendous impetus. Its postwar flowering was conditioned by the Red Scare hysteria of 1919–20 and the simultaneous arrival on American shores of waves of immigrants. More subtle, but supplying an additional basis for this nativist upsurge, were the racial and religious xenophobias of postwar American society, which were grounded in Biblical fundamentalism, anti-Catholicism, and anti-Semitism and which were reinforced by the quasi-scientific writings of such Nordic purists as Madison Grant (The Passing of the Great Race, 1916) and Lothrop Stoddard (The Rising Tide of Color, 1920). Moreover, the disillusionment of many former Wilson progressives, the stultifying effect of the postwar economic depression of 1920–21, and a fear that political power might come to rest in the hands of the “immigrant element” fed nativist attitudes.




  The major political manifestation of this nativist feeling was the passage in 1921 of the Per Centum Law. Supported by the intellectual community, the southern and western farmer, organized labor, and the overwhelming majority of both parties, this law was adopted with little dissension. Besides continuing the traditional exclusion of Asiatics, the new act restricted immigration annually to 3 percent of a country’s nationals residing in the United States in 1910. Designed specifically to discriminate against migrants from southern and southeastern Europe, the Per Centum Law reduced the number of entering aliens from 805,228 in 1920 to 309,556 in 1921–22.




  Not content with this success, ardent restrictionists, such as Republican Representative Albert Johnson of the House Committee on Immigration, pushed for further action. In 1923 Johnson introduced a bill which dropped the allowable immigrant total to 2 percent and the base year to 1890. This bill received widespread support and was finally passed in 1924. Superseding the more lenient Per Centum Law, this act further reduced the number of entering immigrants from 357,803 in 1923–24 to 164,667 in 1924–25. The most drastic cuts were in the newer immigrant ranks. The numbers of British and Irish, for example, declined only 19 percent, but the Italians plunged over 90 percent.




  The passage of the 1921 and 1924 laws, however, dealt only with the immigration problem as it related to future arrivals. Such laws did not change the residency status or the emerging importance of those millions of immigrants who were already in the country. Rabid anti-alien comments by many congressmen and by the media were inevitably double-edged. Though directed against those who were still overseas, such comments also betrayed an intense prejudice toward those immigrants who were already here. Underneath all this nativist rhetoric was an obvious concern about what their presence meant for the nation’s future—socially, culturally, and politically. Worries about racial “mongrelization,” social emasculation, and cultural degeneracy were heightened by the fear that these elements might one day gain political control. Naturally, the unflattering and prejudiced attitudes expressed by nativists during the postwar immigration restriction crusade reverberated through the resident immigrant community, causing resentment and forcing them to a reexamination of their political loyalties.
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  Nativism might have been of limited political importance if it had resulted only in immigration restriction. But interdependence among a variety of factors was a chief characteristic of the politics of the postwar period, and the ability of nativism to be co-opted bodily into other issues imparted to it a heightened significance. These issues, in turn, were deeply influenced by nativist attitudes.




  Prohibition is a case in point. It had been a national issue for almost twenty years prior to the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment in 1919. Now wetness and foreignness were irrevocably joined in the person of the alien. For more than a generation the immigrant and the saloon had been judged inseparable evils from which Americans had to be protected. All immigrants, especially the “newer” immigrants, were assumed to be wet by habit and conviction. Such a belief was deeply held, particularly by rural Americans, and, after the passage of the Volstead Act, they persisted in assuming that all bootleggers were foreigners and that the wet areas of the nation were mainly populated by the foreign-born. It was also believed that booze and the immigrant went hand-in-hand with crime. By 1920 many newspapers, especially southern and western newspapers, were already lamenting a rising crime wave and pointing to its alleged alien origin. Billy Sunday found receptive ears when he loudly claimed in 1921 that any list of prohibition violators “reads like a page of directories from Italy and Greece.”




  Prohibition, of course, acquired a political significance and possessed a symbolism far surpassing the confines of nativism. Yet prohibition supplied a convenient mask for many of the darker nativist motives that lurked underneath. It allowed some prohibition partisans to talk about morality when in reality they were more worried about cultural dominance and political supremacy. In addition, prohibition played a special role because of its connection with religious belief. As one leading dry said, “Prohibition is part of our religion.” Indeed, the primary organizations supporting prohibition were either churches or were staffed by clergymen. Prohibition revenues came mainly from the Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian denominations. The Anti-Saloon League, in particular, enjoyed wide church support, receiving money from over 700,000 contributors in the year 1922 alone. Such contributions ranged all the way from the proverbial “widow’s mite” to thousands of dollars supplied by such Protestant stalwarts as S. S. Kresge and John D. Rockefeller.




  Despite the belief of Prohibition Commissioner Roy A. Haynes at the beginning of 1922 that the “prohibition era of clean living and clear thinking” was off to a good start, it was quickly clear that the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment had had little decisive effect upon American drinking habits. Still, prohibition was staunchly defended and was an issue over which much emotion could always be aroused. Those who opposed it, such as the Association Against the Prohibition Amendment (founded with brewers’ money), found it impossible to loosen the connection between Christian morality and alcoholic abstinence. By 1922–23 prohibition as an issue transcended the mere medical or social pros and cons of alcoholic consumption. For drys it had acquired the character of a religious crusade.




  The political ramifications of this crusade were everywhere apparent. In many sections of the country, especially in the South and West, to be dry was essential to gain or hold public office. Simultaneously, strong pressure was kept on local, state, and federal officials to enforce all prohibition laws. Actually, the dry forces were somewhat unfortunate in having Harding as President, a man who not only drank but who was skeptical of the vigorous use of federal police power. But they overcame this drawback through the lavish expenditure of funds and through the watchdog activities of such ubiquitous snoopers as Wayne B. Wheeler, general counsel for the Anti-Saloon League. The Anti-Saloon League absolutely terrorized Republican officialdom and for a time in the early twenties held it hostage. Between 1920 and 1925 the average yearly expenditure of the League to support prohibition was almost $2 million, and no government appointment was too small and no bill too insignificant to be examined for its possible impact on the dry cause.




  Even so, by 1923–24 prohibition was failing and controversy concerning its proper enforcement was increasing. Some eastern states like Maryland and New York were beginning to have second thoughts about the whole experiment. In these areas a marked rise in bootlegging, the appearance and growing popularity of the speakeasy, and an increase in local political corruption called into question the wisdom of having prohibition at all.
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  Like nativism and unlike prohibition, the phenomenon of fundamentalism was not a political issue in itself. But it drastically affected the postwar political scene and spawned developments that later turned political in character. Like prohibition, which it strongly endorsed, fundamentalism permitted the desire for the preservation of a particular life style to be clothed in appeals to morality and righteousness. Calling for the maintenance of a pure Biblical religion and opposing the twin dangers of modernism in theology and evolution in scientific theory, the fundamentalist crusade drew strength from those same sources that sustained both nativism and prohibition. In turn, it reinforced each of these movements in its own way.




  Spearheading the fundamentalist drive in 1921 were the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association, the Bible League of North America, and the Bible Crusaders of America. The single most influential fundamentalist spokesman was William Jennings Bryan, three-time nominee of the Democratic party for President. It had been Bryan’s early ambition to be a Baptist minister, but it was claimed that his fear of water had led him away from the Baptists and into the Presbyterian fold. Raised by an extremely devout father, who read the scriptures constantly and prayed three times a day, Bryan never lost his fundamentalist faith. His political addresses were always studded with Biblical allusions, and Bryan found time to deliver religious lectures even at the height of his political career. His most famous talk, entitled “The Prince of Peace,” was first given on the Chautauqua circuit in 1904. He once told a friend, “I would rather speak on religion than on politics . . . and I shall be in the church even after I am out of politics.” Commenting in 1916 to another friend, he said, “The Bible has been more to me than any party platform.”




  Because of the notoriety of Bryan’s anti-evolution stand and his sensational confrontation with Clarence Darrow in the 1925 “Monkey Trial,” some of the more politically significant aspects of fundamentalism have been overlooked. In the South fundamentalism did involve mainly an attack on evolution, since anti-evolution sentiment was particularly strong in West Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, Oklahoma, Texas, Mississippi, Arkansas, and Louisiana; and in these areas Southern Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians, along with numerous small sect groups, forced through anti-evolution legislation and supplied the manpower for monitoring the teaching of science in the public schools.




  But fundamentalism was also an assault on Catholicism. Bishop James Cannon, fundamentalist leader and head of the Southern Methodist Episcopal Church, claimed a careful reading of the Bible proved that the Catholic Church was un-Christian and the “Mother of ignorance, superstition, intolerance, and sin.” Other fundamentalists openly stated that the Catholic Church had corrupted “the faith once delivered to the saints,” and they deplored the liberalized gospel and the secularized culture which Catholicism condoned. Naturally, the fundamentalist insistence on “Biblical Christianity” sharpened the normal historic division between American Protestantism and Catholicism, and encouraged fundamentalists to equate American patriotism with Biblical purity and Catholicism with anti-Americanism.




  Fundamentalism also involved an urban-rural cleavage. As some recent scholars have shown, not all modernists were in the city and not all fundamentalists were in Iowa or Tennessee; there were, for example, several large fundamentalist congregations in New York City. But the national pattern of fundamentalist development possessed a definite rural commonalty involving both geography and regional life styles. In the Northeast and in the Middle Atlantic states, only such rural areas as Maine and New Hampshire succumbed to any degree of fundamentalism. In the Middle West there was widespread fundamentalist activity, especially in Iowa, Kansas, and the Dakotas. On the West Coast the fundamentalists had their major support in southern California. It was in the rural South, however, that the movement’s real strength lay. Not all southerners were fundamentalists by any means, but Wilbur Cash, who observed the phenomenon firsthand, remarked that fundamentalism in the South was an authentic folk movement which had the “active support and sympathy of the overwhelming majority of the Southern people.” As for its anti-urban bias, one fundamentalist phrased it this way: “We are going to take this government out of the hands of city slickers and give it back to the people that still believe two plus two is four, God is in his Heaven, and the Bible is the Word.”




  One final dimension of fundamentalism, implicit in its anti-evolution position as well as in its literal acceptance of scripture, was its anti-intellectualism. To the fundamentalist the solution to national problems, political or otherwise, was not to be found in man’s reason, but in the proper application of Biblical teachings. Intellectuals, especially those associated with the East and with the city, were constantly denounced, and the “expert,” who had achieved considerable prominence during the Progressive era, was regarded with extreme suspicion.




  In 1923, fundamentalism clearly was a force to be reckoned with in many parts of the country. The upsurge of nativism, the prohibition crusade, and the popularization of the scriptures by such famous spokesmen as Bryan had expanded its appeal. Still, by the early twenties the spread of science and “modernism” was outstripping fundamentalism, and many fundamentalists, who until now had practiced their brand of religion without much fanfare, suddenly felt threatened and decided to make a fight of it.




  The battle first erupted within the Protestant denominations themselves, the greatest controversy occurring among northern Baptists, northern Presbyterians, and, to a lesser extent, northern Methodists. Modernists in these denominations were brought under heavy attack by minority fundamentalists, who, among other things, objected to the former’s pro-evolution views. The showcase struggle occurred in the Presbyterian Church, where the fundamentalist cause was spearheaded by Bryan. Running for Moderator of the General Assembly at the church’s convention in Indianapolis in 1923, Bryan attempted to swing northern Presbyterians into the fundamentalist camp. In a bitter contest he was defeated by the “liberal” candidate, Dr. Charles F. Wishart, president of Wooster College (Ohio) where evolution was taught not merely as a theory but as fact. Bryan also lost an attempt to expunge the teaching of evolution from all Presbyterian colleges and watched helplessly as his proposals were voted down one by one. He chafed more at this double defeat at the 1923 Presbyterian conference than at his three earlier failures to gain the U.S. presidency. Certainly these defeats caused him and fundamentalist followers to become all the more aggressive in their drive, not only to root out the liberal element in their own churches, but to protect all of American society from the ravages of secular godlessness.




  5




  United we stick




  Divided we’re stuck




  The better we stick




  The better we Klux!




  That millions of Americans by 1923–24 could enthusiastically support this sentiment underscores the importance of the Ku Klux Klan as a formative factor in the political life of the early twenties.




  Unlike fundamentalism or nativism, the Klan phenomenon was associated with a specific organization which, while drawing strength from a variety of sources, far surpassed all its contributors in effective coordinated activity. The general history of the modern Klan is well known. Founded in Atlanta in 1915, it remained only a small-time fraternal organization until a Dallas dentist, Hiram Evans, assumed control in late 1922. Naming himself the Imperial Wizard, he restructured the organization along business lines and for a $10 membership fee sold its services to the American public. According to estimates, Klan membership thereafter skyrocketed 3,500 per day, ultimately making Evans and his early associates rich and presenting the nation with what one observer called “the great bigotry merger.”




  The Ku Klux Klan indeed fed upon every type of distrust, suspicion, and fear that was prevalent in postwar American society. To be sure, fraternalism, good cheer, and camaraderie were also strong weapons in the Klan’s arsenal, and its ritualistic mumbo-jumbo was virtually inexhaustible—robes, hoods, fiery crosses, Grand Goblins, Exalted Cyclopses, Hydras, and Genii. But its widespread appeal sprang as much from feelings of anxiety as from a desire for conviviality. Contrary to the Klan’s critics, such anxiety did not represent a grotesque abnormality. The Klan was not a society of monsters gathered together to perpetuate a great evil, nor was it un-American in the technical sense. The Klan actually shared most of the basic aspirations of many postwar Americans. In a unique way it was all things to all men. Here it was a champion of prohibition; there it was a supporter of strict morality and fundamentalism; here it was an opponent of “entangling foreign alliances” and internationalism; there it was a promoter of nativism. Everywhere, however, it permitted a vicarious police lineup in which the nation’s various “enemies” were labeled and identified. The Klan never called the major enemy by its right name—change. Yet, at base, the Klan was a counterrevolutionary movement which appealed mainly to those who believed their life styles were being threatened.




  In any Klan listing of the primary dangers to the nation, the Negro, the Catholic, and the Jew occupied prominent places. Playing on existing nativist sensibilities, the Klan maintained that Negroes, Catholics, and Jews were undesirable elements “defying every fundamental requirement of assimilation.” None of these, claimed the Klan, could ever “attain the Anglo-Saxon level.” In the blood of the Negro was “the low mentality of savage ancestors”; the Jews were an “absolutely unblendable element”; and Catholics were incapable of a healthy patriotism because the state always had to be “subordinate to the priesthood at Rome.”




  To the modern Klan the black man appeared far less threatening politically or socially than either the Catholic or the Jew. The Klan, after all, wanted to perpetuate not merely a white supremacy, but an Anglo-Saxon white supremacy. Its membership, for example, was open only to native-born Protestant whites. Although the movement first gained strength in the South, it is significant that its most spectacular growth occurred in areas where there were few blacks. Still, opposition to the Negro was a cardinal Klan principle. Interestingly, this principle was rarely a matter in dispute between pro- and anti-Klan forces in the twenties, underscoring the fact that as of 1922–23 black discrimination was widely condoned by whites everywhere.




  The Jew was a different matter. The Klan opposed Jews for their racial and religious cohesiveness and blamed their business leaders for unfair competition. The average Semite was considered to be a parasitic shopkeeper and not a nation builder. Also the Klan claimed that the Jew was inclined toward “internationalism.” Political radicalism and the evils of international finance were further laid at his door. In the opening years of the 1920s Henry Ford helped popularize the latter through the pages of his Dearborn Independent, widely disseminating the spurious Protocols of Zion as proof of the insidious machinations of the rich international Jew. Inevitably, midwestern and southern small-town inhabitants and rural folk, who had earlier succumbed to the ethnic and racial biases of the Populists and of Bryan’s silver crusade in the late nineteenth century, rallied again behind such assaults on international Jewry.




  Of even greater concern to the modern Klan was the Catholic. To Klan minds, Protestantism and Americanism were synonymous. The Protestant way of faith and the American way of life were one. Catholicism smacked simultaneously of radicalism and authoritarianism. It was regarded as antidemocratic because of its monolithic tradition; yet it was also seen as encouraging radicalism because of the connection between the recent Catholic immigrant and the importation of foreign ideologies. The very name Roman Catholic Church suggested a dangerous alien influence. To many Americans, therefore, the emerging importance of Catholics in the life of the nation, especially in its political life, was ominous. As one Ohio Klan leader expressed it: “We want the country ruled by the sort of people who settled it. This is our country.”




  While many Protestant Americans, Klan and non-Klan alike, were bothered by the traditional Catholic stand on such matters as divorce and birth control, their primary concern centered on the Catholic belief in the infallibility of the Pope and the connection between church and state. At the philosophical level the Catholic–non-Catholic debate on these questions was not a matter of prejudice or bigotry. As Reinhold Niebuhr once said, every discussion of the role of the Catholic Church in America “is bound to begin with the issues of the relation of the Church to a ‘free society.’ ” Catholicism did possess tendencies which perpetuated its separation from the mainstream of American life. Its position on religious education tended to keep some of its members in a cultural ghetto, while its Irish-dominated priesthood gave it a militancy and a lack of lay leadership which antagonized many Americans. If American Protestantism suffered from fundamentalism, American Catholicism had absorbed little of German and French intellectualism and had consistently fallen victim to its own brand of chauvinism and parochialism.




  As a hate organization the Ku Klux Klan had no interest in debating these legitimate questions rationally, nor did it attempt to separate Catholic dogma from the way the church actually operated in the United States. Instead, it preyed on the unarticulated and latent fears of many in the Protestant community, distorting them and giving them substance. Fears of a Catholic conspiracy sprouted everywhere. In the hands of the Klan, latent anti-Catholicism became overt and virulent in some areas. Only a form of lunacy could cause otherwise rational American citizens to see a rosary, a cross, and the head of the Virgin in the filigree of the dollar bill, allegedly put there by a wily Catholic engraver. The same applies to the widespread belief that a Catholic interior decorator during Wilson’s administration had wangled the installation of “cardinal red” drapes in one of the White House reception rooms. When Harding died in 1923 some witless citizens were even willing to believe that he had expired from hypnotic waves generated by the minds of Jesuit telepaths.




  The Klan not only spread such nonsense but twisted past and contemporary events to support their anti-Catholic assertions. It charged that all the existing leaders in the organized labor movement were Catholic and desired the demise of American capitalism, that all city slum dwellers were Catholics and breeding like rabbits, and that most city bosses were Catholic and were plotting a national political takeover. The Klan said that the nation had recently averted a tragedy under Wilson since his wife was a Catholic and so was his private secretary, Joseph Tumulty. As for the future, the Klan warned that unless vigilance was maintained the day would come when Catholics were a majority and would possess the legal power to destroy the American democratic system and erect a Catholic state. In that event, prophesied the Klan, freedom of speech, press, and religion would disappear and all non-Catholics would be reduced to second-class citizenship.




  Such anti-Catholicism inevitably caused the Klan to draw support from Protestantism in general, but especially from fundamentalist elements. While not all fundamentalists were Klansmen almost all Klansmen were fundamentalists. Fundamentalism and the Klan were joined in their designation of the nation’s chief enemies, in their emphasis on emotion rather than reason, and in their blend of faith and patriotic commitment. In some areas the Klan and fundamentalism shared the same leadership, and the Klan-oriented fundamentalist group known as the Supreme Kingdom supplemented the work of Bryan’s Christian Fundamentals Association.




  Not only did the Klan follow the fundamentalist approach to the Bible and to evolution, but it also developed prohibitionist leanings. Billy Sunday, for example, was aided in his assault on John Barleycorn by money from both the Anti-Saloon League and the Klan. Klan meetings, often held in churches, possessed a decided revivalist tinge. A heavy overlay of patriotism was blended with fundamentalist theology, abstinence pledges, and fervent promises to “fight sin.” The Klan’s symbol was the cross, its official hymn was “The Old Rugged Cross,” and its code of conduct was the Ten Commandments. Local Klaverns opened and closed with prayer, and Christ was the Klansman’s “criterion of character.” The first action usually taken by an organizing Kleagle when he entered a new area was to waive the $10 initiation fee for local Protestant preachers. These preachers, disturbed by attacks on the “oldtime religion” and by their own declining community status, often became willing converts.




  Although relying heavily on Protestantism, the Klan was not an instrument of Protestantism as the Inquisition was of the Medieval Church. The Klan drew on the Protestant churches’ prestige and sometimes fought their battles, but the various Protestant churches did not endorse the Klan. Indeed, almost every governing body of a Protestant denomination denounced the organization. Moreover, the Federal Council of Churches and the leading Protestant journals—The Christian Century, Christian Work, Christian Herald, Lutheran Christian, and The Presbyterian Advance—were flatly against it. So were many southern church papers, such as the Southern Churchman and Wesleyan Christian Advocate. Only the Southern Baptist press gave it much support. Still, along with fundamentalism, prohibition, and nativism, Protestantism remained one of the Klan’s major feeder sources.




  In understanding the Klan’s impact on politics in the 1920s, it is important to remember that the organization was neither predominantly southern nor primarily violent. It was mainly a rural, village, and small-town phenomenon—at least in a psychological sense if not always in a statistical one. Small-town mores, small-town life styles, and small-town thinking were always idealized by the Klan. The Klan especially reinforced small-town anti-city prejudices. New York City, for example, was “enemy country” for the small-town Klansman. That metropolis, with its thirty-seven languages and six million residents, was the most “un-American” place on the continent. The Klan also undoubtedly appealed to the small-town resident because of the essential isolation of small-town life. For some the Klan was indeed a means of escape from the dreariness of existence. Certainly the narrow angle of vision of the small town often meshed with that of the Klan, and the average small-town Klan member tended to be a mediocrity who suffered in various degrees from an inferiority complex in social, economic, and cultural matters.




  Significantly, the Klan first found a seedbed for its growth in the villages and rural areas of the South and Southwest (Texas and Oklahoma). From the outset the Klan possessed a natural attraction for old native Scotch-Irish stock and for Baptists, who made up 40 percent of the South’s church membership. But the Klan might have languished there had it not been for the Evans reorganization and the increasing notoriety given the organization by the press. Thereafter the Klan spread rapidly into the border states, along the Pacific slope (California and Oregon), and into the Midwest (Kansas, Indiana, Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin). In 1922 the percentage of total membership in the Klan from the South and Southwest was 83.2. By 1924 that percentage had fallen to 41.7 while 40.2 percent were from the three midwestern states of Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, alone.




  If the Klan was no longer predominantly southern by the mid-twenties, its membership was also not exclusively rural or small-town either. By 1924 the Klan had chapters in Indianapolis, Chicago, Columbus, Pittsburgh, Dallas, Tulsa, Little Rock, Birmingham, Baltimore, and even Buffalo and Detroit. Such a development underscored the fact that intolerance in the 1920s was not always simply a matter of city versus country or urban East versus rural South and West. Intolerance appeared anywhere there was a cultural conflict between Protestant, Catholic, and Jew, and was sometimes most severe in the city, where the economic competition between poor white and Negro was keenest. Further, by 1923–24 much of the Klan’s national leadership was city based. The Illinois Grand Dragon came from Chicago; the Texas leadership came from Houston, Dallas, and Fort Worth; Ohio’s top Klan officials were recruited from Columbus; Colorado’s came from Denver.




  No matter where the Klan or its leadership existed, it was essentially a lower-middle-class movement. In the rural areas the Klan appealed to depressed small farmers and sharecroppers; in the small towns to shopkeepers, craftsmen, and day workers; in the city to rank-and-file blue-collar workers of business and industry. Few men of wealth, education, or distinction joined it. Hardly a single intellectual of note belonged. The Klan took pride in these facts, claiming that they proved its “mass” appeal and that it was a true “people’s organization.” There is no doubt that masses of the common people joined it. By 1924 its membership was variously estimated at between two and one-half and four million. Klan leaders spoke glowingly of eight million, but this was hyperbole.




  With such a sizable and sprawling membership the Klan inevitably exercised an important social and cultural monitoring function on postwar American society. Sometimes resorting to violence but more often not, the Klan acted in many areas as a collective civic censor, forcing compliance with the “old” values and weeding out “immorality” and “corruption.” However, as with prohibition, whose cause it ably served, the Ku Klux Klan was ultimately significant not so much because of the size and spread of its membership or its various coercive activities, but because of its impact on politics. According to the Klan, its original involvement in politics came about because of the Catholic Church. That church, claimed the Klan, was more than a religion—it was a powerful rival to American government and rested its influence on the secret confessional, papal edicts, and rigid membership control. Opposing Catholic candidates for public office quickly became a favorite Klan activity. Senator J. Thomas Heflin of Alabama once intoned: “God has raised up this great patriotic organization to unmask popery.” One Klan leader phrased it more simply: “We do not intend to let the Catholic leaders run the country.”




  There were, of course, many other reasons for the Klan’s entering politics. The complicated issues raised by the sudden economic downturn following World War I, the continuing grossly unequal distribution in wealth, the need for an extension of immigration restriction, the desire to enforce prohibition, and rural fears caused by rising urbanism prompted many Klan members to encourage the organization’s involvement in politics. Symptomatic of the intricate alchemy between the Klan and the whole range of postwar problems was Gutzon Borglum, Mount Rushmore sculptor and former friend of Theodore Roosevelt, who joined the Klan in 1923 because he saw it representing a pro-farmer, pro-debtor, anti-tariff, Anglo-Saxon progressivism based on villagers and agrarians and standing against foreign ideologies and eastern, New York influence. Embracing such a grabbag of motives as this, the Klan’s involvement in politics was not only natural but preordained. And, as that involvement grew, the Klan in many areas became more than a potent political force—it actually became the electorate.




  By 1923 the Klan was already in the process of consolidating its political power. From Oregon, Texas, California, Georgia, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Indiana came indications that the Klan was becoming a serious statewide or regional political factor. By that time it had elected Klansman Earle B. Mayfield to the United States Senate from Texas and had helped elect governors in Georgia, Alabama, California, and Oregon. Perhaps as many as seventy-five members of the U.S. House of Representatives owed their elections to the Klan, and an undetermined number were actually Klan members.




  In December, 1923, a pro-Klan reader wrote to The New Republic: “It is my opinion that within a short time it will be impossible for a man to be elected to any important office in the United States if he is opposed by the Klan.” As the Klan’s power grew many politicians did indeed fall into its net. It was cause and effect. The Klan could deliver votes, and by belonging to the organization or by securing its endorsement a candidate could gain access to those votes. In its political activities the Klan was peculiarly impartial, attaching itself to the dominant party in a given area. In the South and Southwest the Klan was Democratic. In Illinois and Ohio it was predominantly Republican. In Indiana it simply swallowed the GOP. Whether Republican or Democratic, the Klan’s primary task was to see that the “right” persons were nominated and elected. The Klan consistently denied that it controlled votes but admitted that it flooded its membership with much political “information and advice.”
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  Since disunity and confusion over social and cultural matters were characteristic of the American scene in the immediate postwar period, both major political parties were affected. American parties have traditionally been successful in resolving political, diplomatic, and economic problems; but in the face of serious social, moral, or cultural questions they have usually become impotent. By the mid-twenties the emerging critical issues confronting American society were primarily social, cultural, and moral. Rather than being able to provide solutions to these problems, the major parties quickly became their hostage. Both major parties were understandably fearful of such issues and sought to avoid them. It was much “safer” to concentrate on the tariff, taxes, and agricultural relief. But neither party could long afford to ignore these other issues because they increasingly related to votes and to internal party control.




  Because of its historic development and the nature of its composition, the Democratic party was most immediately affected. Its first embarrassment was prohibition. The Democrats had already stubbed their toe on this issue in 1920. Prohibitionists in the party had gone to the San Francisco convention that year determined to nominate a dry presidential candidate and insert a strong enforcement plank in the platform. Among them was William Jennings Bryan, who, as a member of the committee on resolutions from Nebraska, sponsored a plank which pledged the party to strict enforcement of the Volstead law. Opposing him was Bourke Cockran, a Tammany spokesman from New York, who introduced a resolution favoring the use of light wines and beer. Both men debated the issue before the convention and both resolutions were voted down. Bryan’s dry plank lost by the overwhelming margin of 929½ to 155½. In the end, the convention decided to say nothing at all about prohibition.




  In the struggle over naming a candidate the prohibition issue again surfaced. Prohibitionists were convinced that James Cox’s candidacy was a front for such wet urban politicians as George E. Brennan of Chicago and Charles F. Murphy of New York City. They also assumed that the presentation of Governor Al Smith’s name as a presidential candidate was merely a camouflage for behind-the-scenes maneuvers for Cox. Horrified by the emergence of two such well-known wets as Smith and Cox, the prohibitionists rallied behind the candidacies of two equally well-known drys—A. Mitchell Palmer (Wilson’s Attorney General) and William Gibbs McAdoo (Wilson’s son-in-law and former Secretary of the Treasury). Bryan led the dry forces in their attempt to block the nomination of Cox and was strongly aided by Wayne Wheeler of the Anti-Saloon League, who told Bryan that Cox “must be defeated if there is any way possible to do it.”




  The successful nomination of Cox was regarded by militant Democratic drys as the beginning of a great offensive against prohibition by the party’s big-city bosses, Tammany followers, and eastern liquor interests. Bryan was a sad and lonely figure when he left the San Francisco convention. Because of the Cox nomination, he told reporters, “my heart is in the grave.” Still, he claimed that he felt “pretty well for a mangled corpse” and vowed to fight on. He warned of “no compromise” with the wet element and said that he would work to put the liquor interests out of business “so they never again will bother another Democratic convention.”




  After 1920 the Democrats had the bad luck of losing Bryan wholly to the prohibition crusade. For the first time he failed to do any stumping for the party’s presidential candidate and devoted himself instead to fighting “the wet eastern element” as well as John Barleycorn. Firmly believing that America was destined to “lead the world in the great crusade which will drive intoxicating liquor from the globe,” he began a feverish propaganda campaign on enforcement’s behalf, and watched in anguish as various groups in his own party continued to forsake him. Many middle- and upper-middle-class urban Democrats refused to enlist in Bryan’s battle, and the urban laboring element ignored it completely. Worse, in some areas, especially in New England, New York, Maryland, and New Jersey, Democratic leaders actually initiated an open assault on prohibition. In 1923, for example, the New York legislature repealed the state’s enforcement act at Governor Smith’s urging and thereby boldly challenged the federal prohibition laws.




  Prohibition has frequently been called the straw man of American politics because it sometimes masked Protestant religious bigotry and hence appeared to be a “false” issue. But prohibition by the mid-twenties was definitely not a straw man. It was a factor that influenced more votes than any other contemporary issue, with the possible exception of prosperity. Protestants did not suddenly seize on prohibition as an issue in 1920, or 1922, or 1924. They had held this position consistently. As for the Democrats, Sam Blythe was correct in prophesying in the Saturday Evening Post in October, 1923, that the “likker problem” would become an increasing nightmare for them. They might demand reduced taxation for the poor, shed tears over the plight of the farmer, take various stands on the tariff, and nurse labor lovingly, “but sitting astride the neck of each and every one of them will be that horrendous liquor demon demanding incessantly, ‘What are you going to do about me?’ ”




  Democratic problems concerning prohibition were inevitably complicated by problems relating to the Klan. As early as 1922 Senator Thomas J. Walsh of Montana had warned Bryan and other Democratic leaders that the Klan was a rock upon which the party could founder. If the southern wing, in particular, did not reject “this harpy organization,” said Walsh, “there will not be votes enough north of the Mason-Dixon line two years hence to justify obsequies over the Democratic Party.” But by 1922–23 the Klan was already too important politically for many Democrats to oppose openly. Though Bryan, for example, did not support the Klan, he did not attack it either. After all, its racial views and its position on prohibition were not inimical to his. This was the crux of the Klan problem for many Democrats like Bryan. Many of the organization’s basic tenets were compatible with their own, and except for its methods, its secrecy, and its repressive tendencies, they were not convinced that its presence was a bad thing. Besides, in those few instances when some Democratic leaders had attacked the Klan on its home ground, they had come to regret it. By 1923 anti-Klan Democratic candidates had virtually ceased to exist in large areas of the South and Southwest, and those few who were still around, like Senator Oscar W. Underwood of Alabama, were marked for early political oblivion.




  Only in those areas where the Klan was weak could the Democratic leadership move without caution. Significantly, most of these regions were in the largest cities and in the North and East. The Klan issue therefore rapidly exacerbated the traditional geographic and regional divisions in the Democratic party. Catholic and ethnic areas of the North and East experienced a natural revulsion as the Klan’s drive for 100 percent Anglo-Saxon Americanism gained momentum. Not surprisingly, a new unity began to emerge among the diverse and formerly antagonistic ethnic elements within the city. Poles, Italians, Greeks, Hungarians, and Jews all shared the common Klan designation as “inferior people” and commenced to pool their political efforts. Often inclined by habit and personal belief against prohibition, antagonized by Protestant fundamentalism, and being the primary victims of nativism, these objects of Klan scorn made heroes out of northern Democratic leaders like Al Smith and held the Bryans in contempt.




  Of course, one of the basic factors underlying this turn of events was beyond the control of the Klan or anyone else—the physical growth and the rising political importance of the city. Because of this, an increase in national Democratic party disunity would have occurred in the 1920s without the emergence of the Klan or of fundamentalism, prohibition, and nativism as political factors. In the census of 1920, for the first time a majority of the people of the United States were classified as “urban.” During the ensuing decade New York increased its population 23.3 percent, Chicago 25 percent, Detroit 57.4 percent, and Los Angeles 114.7 percent. More significant, by the middle of the decade (1925) almost 70 percent of the nation’s population growth occurred in metropolitan districts. By that time the New York-Boston-Philadelphia metropolitan area showed a combined growth larger than that in twenty-nine states. Population in the Chicago area increased more than the combined growth of twenty-one states. Even more startling was the fact that the areas just outside the city were expanding even faster than the city itself. Indeed, the city’s old well-defined boundaries were being blurred as suburbs began to multiply. Many former small towns were now absorbed into the city by bands of residential developments. Over this whole region “the city” still wielded dominant economic influence, but not necessarily a political or cultural influence.




  Since the Democratic party historically was deeply involved with political developments in the city, it was dramatically affected by these demographic changes. Apprehensiveness descended on many Democratic city bosses as they sought to adjust to these new circumstances and yet retain their political control. Catering to the desires of the new urban voter, they concentrated less on issues of national importance (like the tariff and government economy) than on public welfare, sanitation, school bond drives, zoning laws, and so on. Moreover, they rapidly took positions on prohibition, religious freedom, and ethnic toleration which would obviously appeal to their various support groups. In such manner these Democratic leaders, especially in the East, not only added to Democratic power locally, but also enhanced their ability to influence national Democratic party decisions. Clearly, by 1923–24 the old sectional coalition of South and West that had dominated the Democratic party since Bryan’s silver crusade in the 1890s was being challenged by the Democratic machines in the nation’s major cities. By the mid-twenties the Democratic party was actually three parties: eastern and northern (urban and ethnic-dominated and opposed to prohibition); western (militantly farm-oriented and pro-prohibition); and southern (bone-dry, Klan-riddled, and fundamentalist-inclined). It was an impossible combination.
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  If the Democrats were divided and squabbling by 1923–24, so were the Republicans. From the outset, however, the Republican party managed to live with its divisions much more easily than did the Democrats. Partly this was possible because Republican differences never involved so much bitterness or emotion. Many of the Republican cleavages centered on economic matters which were more susceptible to compromise political solutions. But mainly this general absence of acrimony resulted from the soothing effect of returning prosperity and the relative homogeneity of the party’s membership.




  The major source of Republican disunity in the early twenties was the farm bloc. Composed of congressional representatives and senators, primarily Republican but also containing numerous southern and western Democrats, this group had come together in the shared desire to wring concessions from the Republican administration which would benefit the farmer. But also implicit in the farm bloc’s various activities was its worry about the rising cultural and political power of the city and the increasing dominance of industry in the nation’s economic life.




  The farmer had some reason to worry. Following World War I his economy had suffered a sharp decline from which it had not recovered. Business too had experienced a downturn, but it had succeeded in securing advantages from the federal government which had not been matched by aid to the farmer. The Harding regime, especially in the person of Secretary Mellon, seemed always to be more interested in relief for the businessman than in alleviating distress in the rural areas. Since farmers had represented one of the major ingredients in the Republican landslide victory of 1920, they felt betrayed and their representatives reacted angrily.




  Pragmatic in its economic philosophy and extremely contentious in its actions, this congressional bloc was avowedly a class as well as a regional economic pressure group. Counting among its chief members such Republican leaders as Senators William E. Borah (Idaho), George W. Norris (Nebraska), and Robert M. La Follette (Wisconsin), the farm bloc forced through beneficial agricultural legislation while acting as a watchdog on pro-business administration activity. In the process the bloc naturally heightened the tension between the various competing economic interests in both parties, but especially in the Republican party. A growing antipathy between urban East and agrarian West, and between rural producer and metropolitan manufacturer, was a political fact that the bloc widely advertised. Simultaneously, most farm-bloc members revealed deep-seated cultural and status anxieties through a behavior pattern which usually included support for nativism and prohibition. Their western and southern backgrounds made this entirely understandable.




  Farm-bloc maverickism, like the insurgent and Bull Moose schism of the preceding era, plagued Republican party politics throughout the twenties and from time to time threatened party chaos. Harding had to reckon with it; so did Coolidge and Hoover. The first two Presidents generally managed to contain its opposition by alternately compromising with the bloc and ignoring it. Republicans in the bloc frequently spoke of bolting the party, but in the end grumblingly accepted what they could reluctantly wrest from the administration. Republican bloc members soon discovered that they really had no place else to go despite their economic differences with other factions in their party. Certainly they could not shift to the Democrats in view of that party’s difficulties with prohibition and with the Catholic-dominated urban and eastern element. Only La Follette would ultimately choose a third alternative—to go it alone.




  The Republican party’s success in surviving farm-bloc maverickism was unquestionably related to its stands on prohibition, on labor, and on the urban challenge in general. At no time in the 1920s did the national Republican party show much concern for the specific problems of the city. This was ironic since it was basically sympathetic to industry, which was interconnected with the growth of the city. Throughout the twenties the party managed to retain a hold on the smaller mill towns and on the emerging suburbs. But in the expanding city itself neither the Republican party’s brand of economic “rugged individualism” nor its general social and cultural attitudes proved seductive. Squat, combative Fiorello La Guardia, elected originally as a Republican representative from the 20th New York City congressional district in 1922, illustrated the exception rather than the rule. Virtually everything he stood for or did demonstrated how far removed from “normal” Republican theory and practice he was. Attaching himself for a brief time to the farm bloc for lack of a better place to go, La Guardia finally declared himself an independent. Opposed to immigration restriction, Mellon’s fiscal policies, the KKK, and prohibition, La Guardia was an early sponsor of state welfarism, free school lunches for children, slum clearance, the development of underground rapid transit, the creation of more city-owned public utilities, and the building of more parks, playgrounds, and art centers. Coming from a district composed of Italians, Jews, and Puerto Ricans, La Guardia symbolized the emerging political consciousness of the urban masses and the new ethnic political alliances which the Republicans generally ignored.




  Prohibition, also a problem for the Republicans, was never the bugaboo that it was for the Democrats. Harding, Coolidge, and other Republican leaders consistently supported prohibition. To be sure, Republican administrations were constantly badgered by ardent drys for not being aggressive enough, but the matter in dispute was how to make prohibition more effective, not its existence. As a result, arguments in the Republican party over prohibition were relatively low key, never approaching the intense emotional outbursts heard among the Democrats. Further, the Republicans had no counterpart to Bryan. The Anti-Saloon League’s militant Wayne Wheeler, although professing political neutrality, was actually a Republican and the spiritual leader of Republican drys, but Wheeler’s position in the Republican party at no time could be compared with that of Bryan among the Democrats.




  This is not to say that the Republicans harbored no anti-prohibition sentiment. There were indications by 1923 that the suburban non-ethnic middle class was being put off by prohibition and by the fumbling Republican attempts to enforce it. By that time, even as they continued to vote for prohibition, this element was avidly patronizing its own bootleggers and making jokes about the sanguine enforcement predictions of the Wheelers.




  More serious for the Republicans was the growing defection of labor. The party’s pro-business economic policies were primarily responsible, but its stand on prohibition was also contributory. Prohibition always possessed class side effects. The disgruntled urban middle and upper-middle classes could still get their booze through illegal outlets, but the working and lower classes, hampered by the high cost of bootleg liquor and inclined by custom anyway toward wines and beer, had no such easy way to quench their thirst. As early as 1922 the AF of L went on record as favoring modification of the Volstead law to exclude light wines and beer. Although there is no reliable quantitative evidence on the prohibition attitudes of workingmen, the declining vote given to Republicans in the cities in the congressional election of 1922 and labor’s support of Al Smith in his anti-prohibition stand in New York in 1923 pointed to labor’s increasing disenchantment with the Republicans over prohibition.




  The Republicans’ main problem with labor, of course, remained economic and not moral. Organized labor had supported the Republicans in large numbers in 1920. Fed up with “Wilsonism” and worried by declining employment and postwar inflation, labor saw in Harding’s return to normalcy a promise of good times. After his election Harding attempted to retain labor’s support by appointing James J. Davis, a former iron puddler and active union member, as Secretary of Labor. He also initiated a national unemployment conference in the fall of 1921 to consider ways to forestall unemployment, and he began a successful assault on the twelve-hour work day in the steel industry. But these positive efforts were canceled by the administration’s general pro-business bias and by its action in the Railway Shopmen’s strike of 1922. At the height of that struggle Harding’s close friend and Attorney General, Harry M. Daugherty, sought and secured the famous Wilkerson injunction, which was one of the most sweeping injunctions in American labor history.




  Despite general public support for this drastic action, it was a political mistake. Whatever chances the Harding administration possessed to build bridges of understanding between itself and organized labor, they quickly vanished. Thereafter labor became committed to the belief that Harding and his administration were unrelenting enemies of organized labor. After Coolidge took over in 1923 labor saw no reason to change its attitude. Such labor opposition might have been more damaging to the Republicans had it not been for the fact that labor itself was experiencing traumas. Intense public opposition to its strikes, declining union membership, the emergence of welfare capitalism, and the existence of severe cultural and ethnic differences within the working-class movement decreased labor’s political effectiveness. Moreover, the return of business prosperity by 1923–24 markedly reduced labor’s militancy.




  While the Republican party was losing its position with labor, it was also missing an opportunity to strengthen ties with one of its traditional constituencies—the Negro. This was particularly short-sighted in view of the havoc the Klan was beginning to work on the Democrats. The Republicans possessed some decided advantages regarding both the Negro and the Klan. The party’s general class structure and composition made it less susceptible to racism and to Klan infiltration, especially at the national level. Consequently the top Republican leadership never had to be as solicitous of the Klan as the Democrats. While some Republican state leaders were concerned about it and certain local Republican politicians had much reason to fear it, the party as a whole managed to stay clear of its grasp. Harding, while President, denounced the Klan, charging it with “misguided zeal and unreasoning malice” and claiming that it confused “secret fraternity” with “secret conspiracy.” Harding’s Attorney General even announced that the Justice Department, if asked by the states, would help investigate all infringements by the Klan on the First, Fourth, Fifth, Sixth, and Fourteenth amendments.




  None of this, however, helped the Republicans with the Negro. In 1920 the black man had supported the Republican ticket, just as he had in all previous elections dating back to Radical Reconstruction. But a gradual, almost imperceptible, change in his political commitment was taking place. In prompting this change demographic developments were extremely important. In the decade between 1910 and 1920 over 400,000 Negroes moved from rural southern areas to southern cities. More important, an additional 600,000 Negroes crossed from the South into the North, most of them gravitating to northern cities. Nationwide, the rural black population declined 239,000 between 1910 and 1920, while the urban black population increased by 874,000.




  Republican leaders were dimly aware of this development and attempted to hold blacks in line by a variety of promises. Harding’s request for an antilynching bill and his desire to place more Negroes in federal positions obviously rested on more than an altruistic base. But the inability of the Republicans to deliver on such promises, coupled with a series of Harding-Coolidge moves to cement their gains in the South by backing a pro-white “southern strategy,” angered the black community and generated increasing tension between it and the Republican leadership. The frequent willingness of the Republicans to exchange racial reforms for economic concessions from southern congressional Democrats seemed to blacks to be the grossest kind of betrayal.




  Meanwhile, black consciousness, especially in the northern city, continued to grow. Such cultural developments as the Harlem Renaissance brought with them a new sense of black awareness. Simultaneously, the Marcus Garvey movement and its “black is beautiful” separatist theories sparked Negro pride and gained wide support, especially among the poverty-ridden, uneducated northern black masses. In a sense, black enthusiasm for the Garvey-sponsored “homeland in Africa” was the Negro’s own chauvinistic answer to the Ku Klux Klan as well as a protest against the treatment of blacks under the American political system.




  Not only the poor black, but even the better-educated black of the NAACP variety became disenchanted by the mid-twenties with Republican politics in particular and the American two-party system in general. Negro leaders such as W. E. B. Du Bois, who became a Socialist, expressed a diminishing hope in the ability of either major party to aid the black man—the Republicans because of their middle-class interests and pro-business biases, and the Democrats because of their white southern and xenophobic western elements. Hence, by 1923–24 the black man was politically disoriented and was tending to withdraw from political participation. If he did vote, he continued to cast his ballot nationally for the Republicans largely out of habit. But locally he was drifting toward the Democrats. There he was increasingly wooed by the urban Democratic machine.
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