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PREFACE

THIS IS A BOOK about two remarkable men—Huey P. Long, a first-term United States Senator from the red-clay, piney-woods country of northern Louisiana; and Charles E. Coughlin, a Catholic priest from an industrial suburb near Detroit. From modest origins, they rose together in the early years of the Great Depression to become the two most successful leaders of national political dissidence of their era.

This is also a book about the nature of political protest in modern America. It is an examination of the imposing political movements that Long and Coughlin led; of the millions of men and women from all regions of the country who admired and supported them; of the organizations they formed, the alliances they forged, and the ideas they espoused. Long and Coughlin presided over a popular insurgency more powerful than any since the populist movement of the 1890s. As such, they gave evidence of the extent and the limits of popular willingness to challenge the nation’s economic and political system.

These latter concerns help to explain why I have chosen to treat Long and Coughlin together in this study. The two men were not personal friends or formal political allies. Indeed, they viewed each other with much suspicion and some contempt. But despite the tenuousness of their personal relationship, their political movements were closely—in fact, inextricably—linked. Long and Coughlin drew from similar political traditions and espoused similar ideologies. And as time went on, their constituencies increasingly overlapped and merged. Politicians and journalists in the 1930s saw nothing inconsistent about discussing these two movements as part of a common phenomenon; they did so constantly. There is good reason to do so again.

Anyone attempting to assess the public impact of Long and Coughlin confronts several obstacles from the start. The first is the personalities and careers of the two men themselves, the powerful and ominous images that both continue to evoke. For more than seven years, Huey Long wielded a control of the government of his native Louisiana so nearly total, so antithetical to many of the nation’s democratic traditions, that there was some justification for popular characterizations of him as a “dictator.” Mention of his name decades later brings to mind a vision of ruthless, brutal power, of the reckless ambition of Robert Penn Warren’s Willie Stark, of the specter of despotism. Father Coughlin, for his part, became after 1938, in the last years of his public career, one of the nation’s most notorious extremists: an outspoken anti-Semite, a rabid anti-communist, a strident isolationist, and, increasingly, a cautious admirer of Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler. Those who recall him almost invariably remember a man of hysterical passion and hatred, a harsh and embittered bigot.1

Such images are not altogether false, but neither are they complete. Long’s remarkable accumulation of power was largely a local phenomenon, of concern to few outside Louisiana. Coughlin’s bigotry was late in appearing; and those who heard him before 1938—by which time he was already in decline as a public figure—were generally unaware of and unaffected by it. It is always difficult to separate the character of a political movement from the characters of those who lead it. At times, perhaps, it is also inappropriate to do so. In the cases of both Long and Coughlin, however, controversial personal careers have tended to obscure and distort a larger political significance.

A second obstacle to the assessment of these movements is a shortage of evidence. Neither the leaders themselves nor their organizations left any papers or records of significance. Both movements existed in an era before modern opinion-polling. Only after both had in large measure collapsed did either face the test of a national election. Many avenues to an evaluation of their strength, behavior, and character, therefore, are closed. I have attempted to compensate for the absence of more systematic records by relying upon a wide range of other, often fragmentary sources: the letters and writings of supporters of Long and Coughlin; national and local press reports of the activities of the two movements; speeches and publications of the two leaders; and observations of their impact by other political figures of the time.*

There is, finally, a third obstacle to the study of these movements: the legacy of nearly five decades of harsh ideological debate over the nature of mass politics. Few scholarly issues have proven so sharply divisive, so capable of evoking passionate commitment and strident disagreement. The polarization of opinion that has resulted has done much to shape and, in the end, distort analysis of the Long and Coughlin movements.

On one side of the argument have stood those to whom mass politics represents the most frightening tendencies of modern society: the loss of individualism, the primacy of uncontrolled emotions, the triumph of crude prejudices—the victory of the dark forces that have in this century produced fascism, Stalinism, and other terrors. To some such critics, the Long and Coughlin phenomena have appeared as menacing examples of irrational or semi-rational mass behavior, a challenge to American traditions of tolerance and individual freedom, portents of an ominous collective future.2

Other historians and social scientists—particularly in the last two decades—have taken a far more sympathetic view of mass behavior. Collective protest and even violence, they have argued, are not necessarily irrational or anti-democratic. They can, rather, be rational and entirely justified responses to oppression and injustice. Few scholars have attempted to apply this view directly to the Long and Coughlin movements. But the most important study of Huey Long—T. Harry Williams’s exhaustive and justly honored biography—has adopted the model explicitly. Williams describes Long as neither fascist nor demagogue, but as a “good mass leader,” a crusading force for progressive change who challenged powerful, reactionary elites. Long’s mission, Williams claims (quoting Jacques Maritain), was “to awaken the people, to awaken them to something better than everyone’s daily business, to the sense of a supra-individual task to be performed.” Others might make the same case for Coughlin.3

My own inquiry into these movements has produced a picture at odds with both views. Long and Coughlin were not the leaders of irrational, antidemocratic uprisings. Neither, however, were they the vanguards of a great, progressive social transformation. Instead, they were manifestations of one of the most powerful impulses of the Great Depression, and of many decades of American life before it: the urge to defend the autonomy of the individual and the independence of the community against encroachments from the modern industrial state. Followers of Long and Coughlin yearned for no shining collective future. They called, rather, for a society in which the individual retained control of his own life and livelihood; in which power resided in visible, accessible institutions; in which wealth was equitably (if not necessarily equally) shared.

Such visions had often been difficult to sustain in the first decades of the twentieth century, as large, national, highly bureaucratic institutions had expanded their hegemony over the nation’s industrial economy. The Great Depression, however, called the modern corporate structure into question once again, enabling men and women who had long vaguely resented the impersonal forces governing their lives to translate that resentment into concrete, economic terms. What had in the 1920s been a diffuse localism producing a wide range of disconnected cultural protests became in the 1930s a powerful challenge to the nature of the industrial state.4

It was, however, a challenge that fell far short of toppling or even seriously threatening the structure of the modern economy. And the Long and Coughlin movements, the most powerful manifestations of that challenge, are thus as significant for their failure as for their successes. On the one hand, they gave evidence of the survival in the 1930s of the long American tradition of localism. On the other hand, they gave equally compelling evidence of the enfeeblement of that tradition. The battle against centralized wealth and power continued in the Great Depression; but the war, the outcome of the Long and Coughlin movements suggests, was already lost.

MY WORK ON THIS BOOK has left me indebted, both personally and professionally, to many people. I relied heavily during my research upon the assistance of archivists and librarians in many places, and my first thanks, therefore, should go to them. In particular, I owe much to the staff of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library in Hyde Park (and to my friend William Emerson, its director); to the staff of the Department of Manuscripts and Archives at Louisiana State University, to the Manuscripts Division of the Library of Congress, and to the Harvard University libraries.

I was fortunate to receive generous financial support at crucial stages of my work. Grants from the Charles Warren Center for Studies in American History at Harvard and from the Harvard Department of History helped sustain my initial research. An Old Dominion Fellowship from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and an American Council of Learned Societies Fellowship (funded in part by the National Endowment for the Humanities) made it possible for me to spend an uninterrupted year completing the final version of the manuscript.

Two men closely associated with one of the subjects of this study deserve particular thanks. Senator Russell B. Long kindly shared with me some of his memories of his father and offered useful observations of Louisiana and national politics, and of Huey Long’s impact upon both. The late T. Harry Williams, author of the definitive biography of Long, was unfailingly generous with advice and encouragement in the early stages of my work. He disagreed with many of my conclusions, but he was never less than gracious and constructive in his comments.

Leo Ribuffo generously shared with me some of the results of his as yet unpublished research into extremist movements of the 1930s, and Glen Jeansonne did likewise with his work on the life of Gerald L. K. Smith. Ned Lamont and Charles Seigel permitted me to read their illuminating senior honors essays (written for Harvard University and the University of Chicago respectively) and to profit from their own research into the careers of Long and Coughlin. Gale Halpern typed an early draft of the manuscript, offering numerous helpful corrections and suggestions along the way; and Ruth Spear cheerfully and efficiently typed a later version.

Most of all, I am deeply grateful to those friends and colleagues who consented to read various versions of this study and whose comments and suggestions have been of more value than I can say. They include Thomas N. Brown, Robert Coles, Richard N. Current, William A. Henry III, Robert J. Manning, Ernest R. May, Leo Ribuffo, Susan Ware, and Nancy J. Weiss. Charles S. Maier brought the benefit of his knowledge of European history and his critical insight to bear on several chapters. Roy Rosenzweig read through the entire manuscript with great care and provided a valuable criticism of my analysis of the social bases of the two movements. Ashbel Green and others at Alfred A. Knopf provided both valuable substantive suggestions and excellent editorial assistance.

Pauline Maier committed so much time and energy to her reading of this study, and commented so intelligently and usefully upon it, that it would be difficult for me to exaggerate the importance of her contribution to the result. Frank Freidel kept a watchful eye on this project throughout the more than five years of its life, and on its author for more years than that. His insight into the history of the 1930s, his constant support and his warm and generous friendship have contributed immeasurably not only to this book, but to my professional growth.

I would like, finally, to thank a number of people who were not directly involved in my work on this study but who made the process of researching it far more agreeable through their friendship and hospitality: Edmund and Virginia McIlhenny, Louise McIlhenny and Hugh Riddleberger, Luther and Virginia Munford, and Sheldon and Lucy Hackney in New Orleans; Kevin and Deedee Reilly, Kevin Reilly, Jr., and Nick and Margaret Dalrymple in Baton Rouge; the McLean family in Charlottesville, Virginia; Jim, Mary, and T. L. Larew in Iowa City; and Mark and Barbara Wine in Minneapolis. To thank my family for their support during my years of work on this project would be to acknowledge only the least of my debts to them.

—ALAN BRINKLEY

Cambridge, Massachusetts
September 1981


*Because some of the material cited in this study is the work of men and women of limited education, errors in spelling, punctuation, and grammar appear in many of the quoted passages. I have left the language in its original form and have used the notation “sic” only sparingly, when it has been necessary to avoid confusion.




Prologue

THE SIXTH WINTER of the Great Depression was much like those that had preceded it and those that would follow. Conditions were better early in 1935 than they had been two years before, when, with banks failing and relief efforts collapsing, the American social edifice had seemed about to crumble. They were better than in the previous winter, when only a desperate infusion of federal funds had prevented thousands from starving. But conditions were not good. National income remained more than 40 percent lower than six years earlier. Farm prices continued to languish far beneath their 1929 levels, which had themselves been uncomfortably low. Ten million people, 20 percent of the workforce, remained unemployed. The Depression was not over, and there was no end in sight. So it had been for over four years. So it would continue for four years more.

For all the sameness, however, the winter of 1934–35 was also different. Throughout the past two years, during some of the Depression’s darkest hours, most Americans had looked to Franklin Roosevelt as a source of energy and hope. Now, however, the New Deal seemed to be losing both its spirit and its strength. It had been months since the President had proposed any major new initiative. He had concentrated instead on shoring up existing programs, many of which remained in disarray. Despite an overwhelming Democratic victory in the 1934 elections, the Administration had been notably unsuccessful in its dealings with Congress, where New Deal measures floundered in both houses in the face of determined opposition. “Once more,” wrote Walter Lippmann in a much quoted column, “we have come to a period of discouragement after a few months of buoyant hope. Pollyanna is silenced and Cassandra is doing all the talking.” By early March, Time noted, there “had come a change in spirit so marked that no Washington observer could miss it. The general morale of the Administration seemed at a new Roosevelt low.” Eighteen months later, Franklin Roosevelt would win re-election by an unprecedented margin, and it would become easy to forget the discouragement and unease of 1935. At the time, however, the grip of the New Deal upon the loyalties of the public seemed far from secure; and new political forces began to compete with the President for popular acclaim.1

During the first years of the crisis, the specter of dissident politics had been a mere flicker on the horizon, a sullen murmur barely heard. By early 1935, it had grown and darkened until it clouded the political landscape. Strident voices, challenging existing leaders and demanding drastic changes, were becoming increasingly powerful. Insurgent organizations, threatening loudly to supplant the two major parties, were spreading widely. At no time since the Depression began had the prospects for political upheaval seemed greater. At no time had the future seemed more uncertain.

In this troubled atmosphere, on the 4th of March, 1935, a group of the nation’s most successful and influential men gathered in New York, in a private dining room of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. Bernard Baruch, financier and advisor to Presidents; Owen Young, chairman of the board of General Electric; Rexford Tugwell, one of Franklin Roosevelt’s most intimate advisors; John L. Lewis, the most powerful labor leader in the country; other men of wealth, of power, of public renown: all sat comfortably, dressed in evening clothes, sipping champagne, puffing cigars, radiating the contentment and self-assurance of success. Yet there was also an air of tense expectancy this evening. In part, it was a result of the general feeling of political discouragement, which cast a pall over many a public occasion. In greater part, however, it was a result of the identity of the guest of honor. For sitting at the center of the head table was General Hugh S. Johnson, one of the most controversial and flamboyant figures in American public life.2

Nearly two decades had passed since Johnson had burst into public prominence as the highly visible and surprisingly effective director of the Selective Service during World War I. After retiring from the Army as a brigadier general, he had in the 1920s embarked upon a successful business career. And in 1933, he had answered a summons from Franklin Roosevelt to become the director of the most prominent of the early New Deal experiments: the National Recovery Administration. For a year and a half, Johnson had infused the agency with his own restless, driving energy. It had been he who had conceived the famous Blue Eagle to symbolize the NRA and who had composed the agency’s slogan, “We Do Our Part.” And it had been he who, storming back and forth across the country in an Army airplane, had implored, exhorted, and browbeaten thousands of employers and virtually all of the big ten industries into accepting NRA wage and price codes, all within an astounding three months of his appointment. It was a remarkable performance, and for a time it had made Johnson one of the most celebrated and popular figures in a much celebrated and highly popular new government.

But his moment of glory had been brief. The nearly universal enthusiasm for the NRA of the fall of 1933 soured in the first months of the following year, as economic conditions failed to improve and as criticism grew from all quarters. A special review board, appointed by the President, agreed that the agency was not working and laid much of the blame on Johnson. Exhausted, overworked, increasingly befogged by alcoholism, the General did not respond well. He replied to his critics with belligerent defiance and compounded his problems with violent displays of temper and provocative public statements. By midsummer, the President and Johnson’s own subordinates within the NRA were quietly shoving him aside; and on September 24, his position finally untenable, he unhappily resigned.3

For five months, Johnson maintained a conspicuous public silence as he worked on a volume of memoirs. But on the occasion of this banquet in his honor, hosted by Redbook magazine (which was about to publish excerpts from his forthcoming book), he had chosen finally to speak. No topic had been announced, but Johnson’s reputation (and the presence of microphones from the NBC radio network) had created high expectations. Shortly after dinner, he rose from his seat and moved slowly to the dais. His once powerful blue eyes were sunken and bloodshot. His once firm, leathery face was flabby, ravaged by drink. But it was clear after only a few sentences that his gruff voice was as commanding as ever and that his thirst for controversy remained unquenched.

Johnson’s subject was one that every public figure in the room had pondered but that few had dared publicly discuss: the increasing recalcitrance and growing popularity of Senator Huey P. Long and Father Charles E. Coughlin. Only a week before, Long had launched his most spirited attacks to date on the Roosevelt Administration, capped by loud demands for an official investigation of Postmaster General James Farley’s financial transactions. Coughlin, in his most recent Sunday radio sermon, had described the first two years of the New Deal as a series of failures and disappointments and had spoken particularly harshly of the NRA. The time had come, Johnson had decided, for the friends of the Administration to reply. “Two years ago this morning,” he began, “in a national gloom surely as deep as that of the days when Washington stood in the snow at Valley Forge,” Franklin Roosevelt had taken the oath of office that “placed upon his back as heavy a freight of human hopes as ever was borne by any man.” Now “shadows have fallen athwart that faith—and it is my purpose here—with what force God has given me—to smash at two of them.”

For more than an hour, in language no less melodramatic than his opening words, Johnson smashed at Long and Coughlin with rising fervor. “They speak,” he claimed, “with nothing of learning, knowledge nor experience to lead us through a labyrinth that has perplexed the minds of men since the beginning of time.” They were offering paths that would lead inevitably “to chaos and destruction.” They were appealing to men and women on society’s “emotional fringe,” people easily seduced and misled. “These two men are raging up and down this land preaching not construction but destruction—not reform but revolution.” They had, moreover, entered into an “open alliance” with each other. “You can laugh at Father Coughlin,” he barked; “you can snort at Huey Long—but this country was never under a greater menace.”4

The response from the audience at the Waldorf, Roosevelt admirers all, was predictably enthusiastic, and Johnson sat down almost visibly glowing with triumph. For days afterward, he basked in the praise of an admiring press. The speech had come, Walter Lippmann wrote, at just the right moment, for it had exposed the “desperate and disreputable” plans of these dangerous men while there was still time to do something about them. Its effect in Washington, columnist Arthur Krock reported, was “epochal.” Public officials “who have feared to breathe a word against the Louisiana dictator and the radio priest” were now emboldened to speak out. The unofficial veil of censorship that had protected Long and Coughlin for months had been lifted. It was, the New York Times commented, “like the break-up of a long and hard Winter.”5

From other quarters, however, the response to Johnson’s attack was notably less rapturous. The White House, on whose behalf the General had allegedly spoken, reacted with a profound and, some thought, chilly silence. Many believed that Roosevelt himself had prompted Johnson to make the speech. Whether or not this was true (and there was no evidence that it was), most members of the Administration decided rapidly that the incident had created more problems than it had solved. Long and Coughlin had been troubling enough when most public officials had attempted to ignore them. Now, thrust into a public controversy that newspapers were calling “the battle of the century,” they were reaping a harvest of publicity far greater than either could have hoped to produce on his own.6

For weeks, stories about the Long-Coughlin-Johnson controversy dominated the front pages of the country’s newspapers. National magazines and radio newscasters publicized it further. Coughlin appeared on the cover of Newsweek a few days after the Johnson speech. Long and Coughlin were the subject of the lead article in Time the same week. H. V. Kaltenborn, the popular CBS commentator, devoted an entire weekly broadcast to them. And although most of this attention was hostile, the net result was to raise public awareness of and thus to strengthen the Long and Coughlin movements significantly.7

By the time the fervor subsided several weeks later, most critics of Long and Coughlin were looking upon the whole affair with undisguised frustration. The Johnson attack, Raymond Gram Swing wrote in the Nation, had been “a demonstration of political feeble-mindedness.” Not only had it provided Huey Long and Father Coughlin with a huge new audience of the curious when they took to the air for their replies (on time provided free by NBC). It had served to encourage what critics of both men most feared: a merging of the two movements into one. Long and Coughlin themselves had taken no formal steps toward amalgamation, but Johnson’s speech had helped to link them in the public mind, had “performed the miracle of combining an excommunication with a public wedding.” It had served as official confirmation of what was already becoming clear. “Huey Long and Father Coughlin, as the result of the last ten days of stupidity, are now designated to be the leaders of protesting America.”8

Only a few years earlier, both men had been virtually unknown. Now, in 1935, they stood at the head of movements of popular protest that even their harshest critics feared might alter the face of American politics.

The bleak Depression winter continued. For the President, it was a time of anxious uncertainty. For leaders of both major parties, it was a time of dire forebodings. For Huey Long, for Father Coughlin, and for the millions of Americans who were rallying to their banners, it was a season of fervent hopes and frenzied expectations.


1
The Kingfish Ascending

EARLY in Huey Long’s adult life, before he had become a political figure of any significance, well before he had accumulated the remarkable power that would make him a national phenomenon and that would ultimately destroy him, he sent a letter to the editor of the New Orleans Item. “A conservative estimate,” he wrote, “is that about sixty-five or seventy per cent of the entire wealth of the United States is owned by two per cent of the people … wealth is fast concentrating in the hands of the few.” He complained further, “What do you think of such a game of life, so brutally and cruelly unfair, with the dice so loaded that the child of today must enter it with only fourteen chances out of a thousand in his favor of getting a college education?” And he concluded, “This is the condition, north, east, south and west; with wealth concentrating, classes becoming defined, there is not the opportunity for Christian uplift and education and cannot be until there is more economic reform.”1

Several years earlier, when he was not yet twenty, he had made a frank and startlingly brash prophecy about his own future. He would, he told the young woman who was soon to become his wife, run for election first to a secondary state office in Louisiana, then for governor, then for United States Senator, and finally for President. He expected to win them all. “It almost gave you cold chills to hear him tell about it,” Rose McConnell Long later recalled. “He was measuring it all.”2

It was this combination—the compassion for the downtrodden combined with the steely cold, ruthless ambition—that enabled Huey Long for a period of seven years utterly to dominate and lastingly to transform the state of Louisiana, and to develop a national following of such potential strength that it disturbed even Franklin Roosevelt. Between his election as Governor of Louisiana in 1928 and his death by assassination seven years later, Long erected a structure of power in the state unprecedented in American history. He terrorized the legislature into doing his bidding almost at will. He intimidated the courts and virtually destroyed their independence. He dominated the state bureaucracy so totally that even the lowest level of government employees served only at his pleasure. And when in 1932 he left Louisiana to take a seat in the United States Senate, he placed in the governor’s chair a political ally so loyal and so docile that Long was able to control the state from Washington as effectively as he had while serving as its chief executive.

Journalists from around the country marveled at his strength, referring to him routinely in their newspapers as “the dictator of Louisiana,” almost as if it were an official title. His followers were equally blunt. To them, he was simply “the Kingfish.” Long himself made no effort to disguise his power. Once, while he was busy ramming bills through his obedient legislature, one of his few remaining opponents walked up to him, thrust a volume in his face, and shouted, “Maybe you’ve heard of this book. It’s the Constitution of the State of Louisiana.” Long brushed him aside. “I’m the Constitution here now,” he replied.3

To his enemies in Louisiana, Long’s power was a dangerous and frightening thing, and they came, before it was over, to harbor an almost obsessive hatred of the man. They formed secret organizations, armed themselves, even staged a brief and ineffectual insurrection. And while there is no evidence to link his assassination in 1935 to anyone besides the young man who fired the shots, many of Long’s enemies celebrated the event openly and without shame. A few even proposed erecting a monument to his assassin.4

The power and the hatred were only one side of the Huey Long phenomenon. The other was the record of accomplishment he created during his years in control and the unwavering support, even adulation he received from the plain people who formed the vast majority of the state’s population. It was for them, he claimed, that he built hundreds of miles of paved highways, provided free textbooks, constructed bridges, hospitals, schools, and a major university. It was for them that he revised the state tax codes, for them that he railed against the oil companies and utilities that had dominated Louisiana for decades. The people responded by resoundingly electing Long and his candidates to office time and time again. And some, like Theodore Buckner, expressed admiration in more personal ways. Sitting in the bleak confines of a parish jail, where he was imprisoned for a minor crime, Buckner wrote in 1935 an awkward, nearly illiterate song, which he sent to Long for approval:


Just walking in the moon light
For the night so long 
If yo wants to meat A Real man
Meat H. P. Long
Some People are glad Some People are so
But he will bring the baken back where Ever He go
And if yo wants to be Reborn
Just keep on voten for H. P. Long
Dont Pull up your Cotton Crop
Give the kids an Edecasion and bring them to the top.

Now this Song is coming to an end 
So stick to H. P. Long He is yo only Friend.5



II

LONG BURST into the consciousness of Louisianans so suddenly that to many it must have seemed as though he had emerged from nowhere. Indeed, Long himself once commented that he defied normal classification—that he was, as he put it, “sui generis.” Yet there was much in his early life, both in its events and its location, that helped to determine the kind of man and the kind of politician he would later become.6

Winn Parish, where Long was born in 1893, had always been something of an anomaly in the state. It was one of the last areas of Louisiana to be settled, one of the last of the state’s parishes to be formally incorporated. While it was not as desperately poor and infertile as Long liked to claim, it was a region of only modest physical endowments and of limited wealth. Located between fertile lands to the north and east and the even richer lands of the Mississippi Delta to the south, Winn Parish consisted largely of red clay hills and dense pine forests that prevented the emergence of a thriving plantation economy. There were some slaves in ante-bellum Winn—more than 1,300 in 1860, or nearly a quarter of the entire population. But more than half of these lived in farm units of ten slaves or less, a proportion markedly lower than in the rest of the state. The total value of agricultural property in the parish, $950,000 in 1860, was the lowest of any agrarian parish in Louisiana, a distinction Winn could continue to claim twenty years later.7

When the Louisiana secession convention met early in 1861, the delegate from Winn, following the emphatic instructions of his constituents, was one of only seventeen to vote against secession and one of only seven to refuse to sign the ordinance after it had overwhelmingly passed. Many Winn residents, including Huey Long’s grandfather, refused to enlist in the Confederate Army; a few fought openly for the Union. But the anti-secession sentiment of the parish was most clearly expressed by the seventy-three Winn farmers who in the fall of 1863 sent a petition to General Ulysses S. Grant, pledging their allegiance to the Union and asking for aid in resisting the “aristocratic” and “oppressive” Confederate government. Their specific complaint: a 10 percent “tax in kind” that the Confederacy had recently imposed on their crops.8

Winn continued its political contrariness after the war, becoming the home of one of the state’s strongest Farmers’ Alliances in the 1880s and, in 1890, the birthplace of the People’s Party in Louisiana. Alliance men bought the parish’s only newspaper shortly thereafter, renamed it the Comrade, and transformed it into the state’s leading populist journal. Populist sentiment faded quickly in Louisiana as elsewhere after the 1896 election; but it lasted longer in Winn than it did in the rest of the state. At the Louisiana Constitutional Convention of 1898, only one delegate represented a party other than the Democrats or Republicans: B. W. Bailey, a populist from Winn.9

During the first decade of the new century, as socialist sentiment spread into the uplands of Louisiana from New Orleans, transforming itself in the process into a new form of agrarian radicalism, Winn Parish once again played a prominent role in challenging political orthodoxy. Socialism never attracted the following that populism had, never approached dominating the parish the way the People’s Party briefly had done. But over 35 percent of Winn’s voters supported Socialist Presidential candidate Eugene V. Debs in 1912, the highest percentage in the state. And several Socialist candidates actually won election to local offices, including the party’s entire slate of municipal officials in the county seat of Winnfield.10

It was into this environment of nagging poverty and recurrent political radicalism that Huey Pierce Long, Jr., was born on August 30, 1893. Yet Long’s own family was neither particularly poor nor particularly radical. Huey was indeed, as he often boasted, born in a modest log cabin; but he was only one year old when the family moved into a more comfortable farmhouse. And by the time he entered high school, his father had constructed an imposing colonial home, one of the biggest in the town of Winnfield. Huey P. Long, Sr., had known poverty in his life, had worked hard and suffered many frustrations in his youth and young adulthood. But by the time his children were born, he had become one of the community’s more prosperous citizens and one of its largest landowners.

Nor had the senior Long ever been much of a radical. Years later, at the peak of his son’s career, he was reported to have remarked, “There wants to be a revolution, I tell you. I seen this combination of capital for years.” But in his prime he gave little evidence of such radicalism and never joined or even consorted much with either the populist or the socialist parties in the parish. If Huey P. Long, Jr., was, as he liked to claim, influenced by poverty and leftist politics during his youth, they were influences from outside his own family.11

Huey’s childhood was in fact, a reasonably comfortable one. He developed an early aversion to farmwork (“… the rows were long; the sun was hot; there was little companionship,” he recalled in his autobiography). But with eight brothers and sisters to help with the chores, he was able to avoid all but an occasional stint in the fields. He attended school in Winnfield, played sandlot baseball, went to church intermittently, worked at an occasional part-time job, and on the surface led a life in many ways not much different from countless other youths in small Southern towns.

Yet even as a child, his friends and relatives noticed, he was markedly unlike the boys around him. He was bright, outspoken, opinionated, restless (he ran away from home for the first but not the last time at the age of ten), and intensely, consumedly self-centered. He read widely. He became a champion debater on the Winnfield High School team, even winning a small college scholarship after a debating contest at Louisiana State University (too small, as it turned out: his father, having fallen temporarily on difficult times, was unable to pay for his living expenses, and Huey was forced to turn it down). And he began very early to take an active interest in politics. At the age of fourteen, he helped his older brother Julius work in the primary campaign of a gubernatorial candidate, and he recalled later of the experience, “All I remember is that the first time I knew anything about it, I was in it.”12

Despite his brashness and selfishness, his insulation from the privations of rural poverty, Huey was not insensitive to the problems of his community. The character of the Winnfield of his youth—the fabric of community life and the increasing external challenges to it—was of crucial importance in creating Long’s political outlook. What he remembered about Winnfield years later, when he described it in his autobiography and when he reminisced about his childhood, was the community’s sense of its own organic structure. Neighbors helped neighbors; the prosperous assisted the poor; the community was an autonomous unit, and within it each individual had a clear sense of where power resided and where assistance, when needed, could be found. Long liked to recall carrying baskets of food from his mother to needy families, and he spoke frequently of the spirit of sharing, of communal responsibility that pervaded the town of his childhood.

The image was a romanticized one, no doubt, and Long may have exaggerated further for political purposes. But certain aspects of life in Winnfield he did not distort. Never, for example, did he try to argue that the community’s social or economic structure was egalitarian. Some men owned far more property than others; some wielded significantly more power; and that was as it should be. Long’s own father, after all, was an unusually prosperous landowner through much of Huey’s youth. His uncle owned the town’s leading bank. His older brother was a modestly successful attorney. But the Long family’s steady, Snopes-like advance had occurred within limits. Successful citizens of Winnfield had prospered within the framework of community life; they had remained part of a network of local associations and responsibilities; they had not accumulated power and wealth to the detriment of their neighbors.

It was not the community’s internal inequalities that disturbed Long. It was the encroachments upon it from without. In 1900, the first railroad line was extended into Winnfield. With it came lumber mills, increased population, and new commercial pressures. Long was horrified in 1901 or 1902 when he saw his first farm foreclosure. A crowd had gathered to watch the sheriff auction off the property, and the dispossessed owner stood on the steps of the courthouse begging his neighbors not to bid on his home. At the last minute, one of Huey’s cousins bought the land, and Long never forgot his reaction. “I thought that was the meanest thing I ever saw in my life,” he told an interviewer years later, “for my cousin to buy that poor man’s farm when he didn’t need it.” In his autobiography, he was more blunt. “It seemed criminal,” he wrote.13

Long’s formal education ended, for the most part, when he left high school in 1910, still without a diploma. For the next several years, he traveled around the South and parts of the Midwest working as a door-to-door salesman and selling, among other things, Cottolene, a cottonseed-oil substitute for cooking lard. He was very persuasive. When necessary, he would walk into the kitchen of a startled housewife, tie on an apron, and bake a cake with his product. On other occasions, he would pull out a Bible and cite the Old Testament injunction against using the products of swine (i.e., lard) in food. The series of sales jobs he held did not make him rich, but they did provide him with a modest living and even allowed him to attend classes part-time at the University of Oklahoma one year.14

After four years of selling, however, Huey had saved virtually nothing and was ready to abandon his uncertain profession. He now had a wife—Rose McConnell, whom he had met at a pie-baking contest sponsored by Cottolene in 1911 and had married two years later. More importantly, he had decided he wanted to study law. Borrowing money from his brother Julius and a Winnfield friend, he and Rose moved into a tiny apartment in New Orleans, where Long enrolled in law school at Tulane. He was not a full-time student. Most of his time he spent cramming privately, and after less than a year in New Orleans he petitioned for a special bar examination, which he passed with apparent ease. In May of 1915, at the age of twenty-one, he moved with Rose back to Winnfield and prepared to practice law.15

For a while, Huey shared an office with Julius, an established and relatively prosperous attorney; but the brothers soon had a bitter falling out. Huey’s brashness, arrogance, and lack of deference toward his older brother (as when he took a brief prepared by Julius, pronounced it “not worth a damn,” and tore it up) made the arrangement intolerable. Thrown on his own resources, Huey moved into a tiny one-room office above his Uncle George’s bank; and there, equipped with a pine table, two kitchen chairs, a kerosene lamp, and three lawbooks, he hung out a painted tin sign and waited for clients. A shoe store next door handled his telephone calls. So meager was his business that after several months he was forced to work part-time again as a traveling salesman in order to feed himself and his family and to pay the four-dollar monthly rent on his office. It was, as he later described it, “a little ‘chip and whet-stone’ practice,” and for more than a year it seemed to hold little future for him.16

Gradually, however, Long’s prospects improved. In 1916, he agreed to handle the apparently hopeless case of a Winnfield widow who was suing the local bank over some long-lost insurance money. To the surprise of nearly everyone, Long won—largely by attacking the bank for its callousness and building up public sympathy for his client. The fee barely covered his expenses, but the publicity he received greatly enhanced his reputation as a lawyer. He did not quickly become rich, but he never again had to worry about paying his rent.17

Over the next several years, Long handled a wide variety of cases, many of them in the relatively new field of “compensation law”—helping laborers and their families win compensation from employers for work-related injuries. “Always,” he later claimed, “my cases in Court were on the side of the small man—the under-dog.” This was not quite true. He did occasionally take on corporate clients, but almost always the cases involved smaller companies suing larger ones. Long was telling the truth when he wrote in 1933, “I had never taken a suit against a poor man and have not done so to this day.” He was, according to almost everyone who worked with or against him, a lawyer of unusual ability, a lawyer whose future in the profession seemed almost limitless. But it was not in the law that Huey envisioned his future; it was in politics. Even as he was building up a successful practice, even as he was leaving Winnfield to open a law office in the much larger city of Shreveport, he was preparing to begin a political career that would soon almost totally supplant his legal one.18

III

POLITICS IN LOUISIANA in the first decades of the twentieth century was in many respects much like that in the rest of the South. The state had emerged from Reconstruction in the control of a tight, jealous oligarchy of planters, merchants, and professionals, and it had remained under their myopic rule ever since. Like its neighbors, Louisiana had seen its black citizens legally disenfranchised and its poor whites, except for an occasional, ineffectual uprising, ignored because politically inert. It was, in a popular phrase, a “government by gentlemen.” And if, as the new century progressed, this circle of gentlemen began to include new elements—industrialists, railroad and utility magnates, and representatives of the fast-growing oil industry—the changes only strengthened the oligarchy in its smug and comfortable ways.

Yet Louisiana was also different, both from the rest of the South and from the rest of the nation. Perhaps in no other state did politics attain the same dazzling, almost Byzantine complexity. Politicians in Louisiana had to take into account the same racial and class divisions, the same rural-urban tensions that existed throughout the South. But they had to deal as well with a fundamental cultural and religious schism: between the Catholics of French descent in the Delta region and the Protestant Anglo-Saxons of the north. Louisiana, alone in the South, possessed a large and powerful city machine: the Old Regulars organization of New Orleans. Under the supervision of its boss Martin Behrman, the machine controlled the city for decades through a combination of philanthropy and corruption. Louisiana politics was, in short, a morass of warring factions “of an intensity and complexity,” a Northern reporter observed as late as 1960, “matched, in my experience, only in the republic of Lebanon.”

The intense factional rivalry did not much alter the final result. Whatever the outcome of the elections—and they were nearly always bitterly fought and closely watched—the winners continued to serve the ruling oligarchy, continued to ignore the great mass of poor blacks and whites, continued to truckle to the business interests and particularly to the great Standard Oil Company. It was this, in fact, that most distinguished Louisiana politics. While most of the South had experienced oligarchic rule in the decades since Reconstruction, no state had suffered such total domination by venal and short-sighted leaders.

In other Southern states, the “governments by gentlemen” had occasionally faced and occasionally lost battles with new leaders claiming to represent the voice of the common people. In Georgia, there had been Tom Watson and Hoke Smith; in South Carolina, Ben Tillman and Cole Blease; in Mississippi, Jim Vardaman and Theodore Bilbo. And if most of these new leaders had failed, once in power, to do anything concrete for the people who had elected them, they had at least given voice to the welling resentments of the poor, and had provided them with some temporary hope.19

In Louisiana, there had been no such challenges. The state’s active populist movement had been crushed with a speed and ferocity unmatched in other parts of the South. Occasionally, politicians had emerged who promised to battle the “interests” on behalf of the people, but few had attained real stature or significance. The clearest evidence of the ineffectuality of political protest in Louisiana came from the one significant “popular” victory: the election of John M. Parker to the governorship in 1920. Parker had campaigned on a pledge to limit the power of the corporations and the entrenched conservatives, to serve the “people” rather than the “interests.” But while he compiled a modest record of “progressive” physical achievements in office, from the beginning he, like all his predecessors within recent memory, lacked both the strength and the will to mount a genuine challenge to the existing political structure. Subdued, gentlemanly, ineffectual, Parker stood in marked contrast to the standardbearers of discontent in other Southern states. Politics in Louisiana, in short, lacked not only the reality but the rhetoric of class conflict. It subsisted instead on airy platitudes, patriotic homilies, barbecues, and country music.20

The result was a state in which public needs remained unmet and in which social pressures could quietly and inexorably grow. Louisiana ranked near the bottom among all states in services to its citizens. Its roads were abominable, its hospitals inadequate, its tax system insufficient and obsolete. It was far behind the rest of the nation in providing such basic comforts as electricity and piped water to its citizens. Its schools were so bad that only one other state had a higher illiteracy rate. Louisiana suffered, as V. O. Key once observed, from “a case of arrested political development,” a problem the more striking because the state, while far from wealthy, was better endowed with natural resources and more advanced economically than much of the rest of the South.21

It was into this retarded political environment that Huey Long began to move almost as soon as he was old enough to vote. In 1916, at the age of twenty-two, he began a “state-wide agitation,” as he wrote in his autobiography, against a new law limiting the amount of money a worker could recover from his employer for an injury incurred on the job. “State-wide agitation” was a somewhat inflated term for a relatively private effort, but Long did make himself heard. Drafting a series of amendments he thought would improve the law, he persuaded his friend State Senator S. J. Harper of Winnfield to introduce them before the legislature. Long appeared before the Committee on Capital and Labor to speak on their behalf. His blunt and combative remarks won him few friends among the legislators; and the condescension he received from the committee members did little to raise his opinion of them. (“It was my first time to have seen a legislature in session,” he later recalled. “The formalities, mannerisms, kow-towing and easily discernible insincerities surrounding all of the affairs of the session were, to my mind … disgusting.”) But the Harper amendments were ultimately approved, and Long claimed a large share of the credit for the victory.22

Less than a year later, S. J. Harper provided Long with another opportunity to gain the ear of the public. The United States had finally entered the First World War. (Huey, as a husband, a father, and a notary public, claimed exemption from service; “I wasn’t mad at anybody,” he later explained.) And Harper, an aging, cantankerous socialist who opposed the war as a financiers’ plot, published a small book denouncing American involvement. When a grand jury indicted him for violations of the Espionage Act, Long agreed to handle the defense. He first released a bristling statement to the New Orleans papers accusing the prosecution of attempting “to coerce a reputable official of this State, whose views are not in accord with the war profiteers.” He then proceeded to win the case in characteristically unorthodox fashion. Carefully identifying the potential jurors he considered most hostile to Harper, Long conspicuously engaged them in conversation in full view of the prosecutors—conversation unrelated to the case, although the opposition predictably believed otherwise. The prosecutors quickly exhausted their challenges dismissing men they had seen talking with Long. And the friendly jury Huey then assembled acquitted Harper on all counts.23

In the meantime, Long was considering his own prospects for political office. He was not a patient man. At twenty-three, he was legally ineligible for most state offices, but, unwilling to wait, he began to look anyway. He thought he had secured appointment as an Assistant United States Attorney in Shreveport, but at the last minute the offer was withdrawn. “Probably that was my evil day,” he later wrote. “Once disappointed over a political undertaking, I could never cast it from my mind. I awaited the opportunity of a political contest.”

In 1918, he found the opportunity. Noting that the state constitution, probably because of an oversight, failed to specify a minimum age for election to the Railroad Commission, he announced his candidacy for commissioner from the North Louisiana District. In the campaign that followed, he made use of techniques that would characterize his political activities throughout his career: heavy use of circulars and posters, harsh attacks on the opposition, extensive travel through rural areas in an automobile he purchased for the purpose (he ignored the advice of older politicians who warned that country people would be offended by this symbol of wealth). He also used the campaign to compile an extensive mailing list, make contacts, win allies—to establish the beginnings of a political organization. By the narrowest of margins, he defeated the incumbent commissioner, and at the age of twenty-five he assumed his first political office.24

At first glance, the Railroad Commission (or Public Service Commission, as it was soon renamed) appeared to be an unpromising place to begin a political career. The three-man body had done virtually nothing for years; many of its members were no more than aging incompetents biding their time until retirement. Yet the state constitution gave the commission broad powers over the rules and rates not only of railroads, but of telephone and telegraph companies, pipelines, and other utilities. Long, who had spent much of his campaign attacking these interests, began almost immediately to exploit the potential of his new office. For the next six years, and after 1922 as chairman of the commission, he worked incessantly and often successfully to limit the powers of the utilities and to reduce rates and improve services. His favorite target, as it would be throughout much of his public career, was the Standard Oil Company. The commission under Long had only modest success in curbing Standard’s power, but that it made the effort at all won for Huey valuable political capital for the future.25

Long had served on the commission only a few years before it became clear to politicians throughout the state that he was a figure to be reckoned with. His efforts to force the large oil companies to make their pipelines common carriers (carriers, in other words, of the products of smaller companies as well as their own); his success in rolling back several exorbitant telephone rate increases; his constant pressure on the railroads to improve facilities and extend service to rural areas; and his continual harping on the need for a tax structure that would place a larger burden on the corporations—all received prominent attention in newspapers throughout the state and in the conversations of courthouse politicians and rural sheriffs. In 1920, he played a prominent role (a decisive role, he liked to claim) in the election of the “progressive” John M. Parker as governor. But when Parker proved unable to secure the reforms he had promised, Long turned on him with what was to become a characteristic ferocity. So bitter did the controversy become—Long calling Parker and the legislators “chattel” of the corporations, the administration calling Huey a “liar” and a scoundrel—that the Governor and his allies in 1921 first backed a movement to impeach Long and remove him from the commission, then sued him for libel. They failed at both. The matter dragged on for months, winning valuable publicity for Long and drawing attention to Parker’s failure to deal effectively with the corporations.26

By 1923, Long decided he was ready to run for governor and entered the Democratic primary. He was thirty years old. For months before the election, he stumped the state tirelessly, handing out thousands of circulars, nailing posters to trees and signposts, sending literature to his ever-growing mailing list, and, as always, attacking and attacking. He assailed the Parker administration as a fraud and a tool of the corporations; he denounced Standard Oil as a corrupt predator; he attacked his opponents as allies of Parker and the old guard; and virtually everywhere he went, he found out the name of the local political boss and attacked him, too. It was the campaign of an outsider opposing the oligarchy in all its forms, and at times it was devastatingly effective.27

It was not, however, effective enough. Long ran third in the January 1924 primary and found himself eliminated from the race. Henry L. Fuqua, a Protestant, picked up enough of Huey’s first-round support to defeat his Catholic opponent in the run-off, even though Long refused to endorse either man. But the real story of the 1924 campaign was not Fuqua’s victory, but Long’s surprising strength. Even the most generous estimates had predicted that Long would receive only a few thousand votes. Yet when the returns were in, Huey had polled almost 74,000, barely 10,000 fewer than the leader and 31 percent of the total. He had carried twenty-eight parishes, more than either of his opponents; and he had virtually swept the poor hill parishes of the north and central sections of the state. He had even made inroads into poorer areas of the south.

Long liked to claim that if a heavy rain on election day had not kept many rural voters from the polls, he would have won the election. In fact his defeat was a result of other problems: his rather clumsy attempt to straddle the heated Ku Klux Klan issue during the campaign, alienating voters on both sides, and his all but total failure to make inroads into the important urban vote in the New Orleans area (he won only 12,000 votes, 17 percent of the total, there). Yet whatever his failures in the campaign, he had established himself as a substantial power in state politics.28

Long was a candidate in the 1928 gubernatorial election, he later admitted, almost from the moment the 1924 ballots were counted. He spent the next four years preparing single-mindedly for the campaign, attempting to hold on to his existing support and add new strength elsewhere. In the fall of 1924, and again in 1926, he actively supported Louisiana’s incumbent United States Senators for re-election. Both were Catholics; both were popular in the south; both won difficult contests, in large part because of Long’s assistance. Huey could not have liked either man’s politics, but he was willing to ignore ideological differences in exchange for added support from the lower parishes. He even made inroads in New Orleans, winning the backing of the New Regulars, a splinter group that had recently broken with the Behrman machine, and of one of the city’s three major newspapers, the States. And he sought further popularity in the city by denouncing the construction of a toll bridge across Lake Pontchartrain. “Go build that bridge,” he warned, “and before you finish it I will be elected governor and will have free bridges right beside it. You are building the most expensive buzzard roost that has ever been constructed in the United States.”29

By the time Long formally announced his candidacy in July of 1927, his campaign had already gathered almost irresistible momentum. Even his opponents appeared to sense it. The Old Regulars staged an elaborate convention in Alexandria to anoint their candidate, Congressman Riley Wilson; but Wilson was almost overlooked as the delegates chanted anti-Long slogans and waved signs that read “It Won’t Be Long Now.” The issue of the campaign was clearly drawn. It was the issue that would dominate Louisiana politics for decades to come, one that would permanently change the face of the state. The issue was Huey Long.30

Long himself did not behave like a man who sensed he had the election won. If anything, he campaigned even more frantically than he had four years earlier. Large crowds gathered wherever he spoke—in auditoriums and at rural crossroads, in town squares and at church picnics, before bandstands or around Long’s own dusty Ford. Waving above them were banners proclaiming Huey’s new campaign slogan: “Every Man a King, But No One Wears a Crown,” a phrase adapted from William Jennings Bryan. And from the rapt audiences came applause and cheers—“Pour it on ’em, Huey! Rub their noses in it!”—as the candidate, dripping with sweat, attacked the “thieves, bugs and lice” who opposed him. It was a harsh, even a savage campaign, unprecedented in the state’s political history, and it left Long’s opponents stunned. “Huey P. Long,” wrote one incredulous observer, “who would not have been allowed to live a week if the code duello had still been in force, had made the conservatives ridiculous with unavenged insults.”31

Yet it was not all ridicule and invective. Long tapped not only the anger and resentment, but the hopes that lay just beneath them. Standing beneath the famous Evangeline Oak in the heart of Cajun country, he spoke simply and movingly of his vision of the future:


And it is here under this oak where Evangeline waited for her lover, Gabriel, who never came. This oak is an immortal spot, made so by Longfellow’s poem, but Evangeline is not the only one who has waited here in disappointment.

Where are the schools that you have waited for your children to have, that have never come? Where are the roads and the highways that you send your money to build, that are no nearer now than ever before? Where are the institutions to care for the sick and disabled? Evangeline wept bitter tears in her disappointment, but it lasted through only one lifetime. Your tears in this country, around this oak, have lasted for generations. Give me the chance to dry the eyes of those who still weep here!32



There was momentary suspense on election night as the New Orleans vote, which came in first, disclosed that Long had only slightly increased his totals in the city over 1924. Riley Wilson led him by nearly 21,000 votes. But as returns from the country rolled in, it quickly became clear that it would be Huey’s night after all. Long piled up his expected huge majorities in the rural parishes of the north, and he swept many of the southern parishes as well—winning two-thirds of the vote and more from some of the Cajun Catholic districts that had defeated him four years earlier. In the end, he received over 126,000 votes, 44 percent of the total—almost as many as his two major opponents combined—and carried forty-seven of the state’s sixty-four parishes. It was the largest total vote and the largest margin of victory ever recorded in a Louisiana primary. Riley Wilson, who finished second, declined to enter a run-off; the desiccated Republican Party offered no opponent for the general election. At the age of thirty-five, Huey Long stood elected Governor of Louisiana.

The 1928 election revealed a pattern new to Louisiana politics, a pattern startling and disturbing to those members of the old guard who could perceive what had happened. Political divisions in the state had traditionally followed ethnic and religious lines: Protestant against Catholic, Anglo-Saxon against Creole, north against south. Suddenly, everything had changed. Huey Long, who had lost the election four years earlier at least in part because of cultural and religious issues brought to the fore by the Ku Klux Klan, had now assembled a majority coalition that reflected the sharp economic divisions in the state.

The distribution of Long’s rural vote was relatively simple. Small farmers voted for him, and wealthy planters did not. In the cities, the divisions were not quite so clear, for Long’s agrarian image troubled many urban workers who might otherwise have turned against the old guard. Still, the support Long did attract in cities reflected economic rather than regional or cultural divisions. Except for New Orleans, where he fared worse than anywhere else, Long won about as many votes in northern urban areas as he did in the south. Similarly, Long accumulated majorities as strikingly large in the poor rural areas of southern Louisiana as he did in his own northern hill country. Of the sixteen parishes in which he received 62 percent of the vote or more, eight were in the northern half of the state, eight in the south. It no longer seemed to matter whether the parish was Protestant or Catholic, northern or southern. What mattered was its wealth, or lack of it.

That Long carried the state’s poorest parishes did not mean that he attracted the state’s poorest voters. Black citizens were almost completely disenfranchised. Many poor whites similarly found themselves effectively barred from the ballot because they could not afford to pay the poll tax. Concentrated in the fertile delta parishes, impoverished tenants, sharecroppers, and farm laborers either did not vote at all or cast ballots at the direction of local patriarchs, who paid the tax for them and watched them carefully at the polls. Long and his allies at times actually feared large turnouts of poor voters in wealthy parishes, because such voters were, they believed, under the firm control of their landlords and employers. Huey relied instead upon the independent farmers who, although they lived in economically troubled regions, at least owned their own lands.33

Yet if Long’s victory was not a stark reflection of the sharpest class divisions in the state, it remained a clear indication of the political power of economic grievances. Only one Louisiana election within the memory of 1928 voters had produced an even remotely similar pattern. In 1896, John Pharr had run for governor on the Populist-Republican ticket, voicing many of the same economic laments that Long later exploited. And while Pharr had lost by a larger margin than the one by which Long had won, the distribution of his support was strikingly similar to the vote in 1928. The politics of economic protest, which had made a brief and ineffectual appearance in the 1890s, had re-emerged and triumphed in the person of Huey P. Long.34

It was little wonder, then, that the lobby of the Roosevelt Hotel in New Orleans, Long’s campaign headquarters, was a scene of pandemonium and exultation on election night. Crowds jammed every corner; campaign workers slapped one another on the back, whooping in triumph. And slowly through the crush moved Huey Long, shirt open at the neck, hair tousled, eyes bloodshot, face red. As he reached for the eager hands pressing at him from all sides, his tired, hoarse voice expressed his confidence in the future: “We’ll show ’em who’s boss.… You fellers stick by me.… We’re just getting started.”35

IV

THE MONTHS BETWEEN the January primary and Long’s inauguration in May gave conservative Louisianans a chance to examine the stranger who was about to become their governor. They saw a man five feet eleven inches in height, weighing about 175 pounds, with curly reddish-brown hair, brown eyes, and skin, a Northern reporter once noted, “the color of a sunburn coming on.” His features looked almost as if they were molded out of putty: a bulbous, slightly upturned nose, puffy jowls, a sagging chin with a pronounced cleft. He had an appearance of perpetual agitation, head, arms, or body always moving, with untamable hair falling constantly across his forehead. To some, he looked almost comical, but most who saw him carried away a different, if somewhat diffuse impression—of a man of power, a man driven, a man with a sense of mission.36

Still, the old guard had reason to hope that they could make peace with Long. In other Southern states, common men had stirred up class antagonisms, won election, and then quietly sold out to the vested interests, pacifying their followers with heated rhetoric and race-baiting. And Long himself had shown no aversion to the accumulation of personal wealth. In the years between his two gubernatorial races, he had developed a highly profitable legal practice. He had built a $40,000 home in a fashionable district of Shreveport. He had begun to wear expensive tailored suits. And he had, if some reports were to be believed, accepted large campaign contributions from some of the same special interests he had attacked in public.37

Thus encouraged, conservative Louisianans tried to win Long over. They entertained him at lavish banquets and showered him with flattery and gifts. They promised conciliation and reasonableness. And if Huey occasionally responded harshly and crudely, as at a formal dinner when he swept an elegant place setting to the floor and demanded a plain knife and fork, he was only, they could tell themselves, posturing for his public.38

The old guard could draw scant comfort, however, from the scene at Long’s inauguration. From all over Louisiana, thousands of Huey’s followers poured into Baton Rouge—in cars and buggies, on mules and on foot—passing before the neat homes of the city’s middle class. Baton Rouge
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