


Smith Wildm an
Brookhart

by George Willlam McDaniel

“He represented the progressive spirit In lowa at a time when the
lowa Fanner was In great trouble.” — Henry A Wallace

O f the thirty-three men who have repre-
sented lowa In the United States Senate
none was as well known In his own time as
Smith Wildman Brookhart.

Newspapers from the New York Times to the
San Francisco Examiner reported his speeches
and expressed editorial opinion about him. Ar-
ticles by and about him appeared In the Satur-
day Evening Post and an article about him was
In the first issue of Time magazine. A favorite
target of editorial cartoonists, especially the
Des Moines Registers Ding Darling, Brook-
hart was called a radical, an insurgent, a Pro-
gressive, a socialist, a communist, a buffoon,
and was numbered among the Senate s *“sons of
the wild jackass.”

Brookhart began his life on February 2, 1869
In Scotland County, Missouri. His middle
name, which was to follow him as an epithet for
the rest of his life, was his mother’s maiden
name. The Brookhart family moved several
times before settling in Van Buren County,
lowa. Young Smith Brookhart received his ear-

In country schools, went to
Bloomfield for high school, and attended the
Southern lowa Normal School in the same citv.
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He taught in a number of rural schools and
filled his spare time by reading law. It was
while doing this that he had his first contact
with national politics. The lawyer with whom
he read was the brother-in-law of James B.
Weaver, Greenback candidate for president in
1880 and soon-to-be Populist candidate for
president In 1892. Smith Brookhart spent
afternoons In the Weaver home drinking tea
and listening to Weaver talk of Populism. Years
later Brookhart admitted that although he had
scoffed at Populist doctrines In those early
days, with time he came to see their wisdom.

After passing the bar examination in 1892
Brookhart moved to Washington, lowa, his
home for the rest of his life, and began practic-
Ing law. lowa was In the midst of a liquor law
controversy In the early 1890s, and because of
this Brookhart became involved In elective
politics within a short time of his arrival In
Washington. He was, In his own words, a pro-
hibitionist “from his mother’s breast. In 1893
the lowa legislature passed a series of liquor
laws that had the effect ofcreating alocal option
policy. To Insure that Washington County re-
mained dry, a group of older politicians con-
vinced Brookhart to run for countv attornev,
the office that would enforce the new liquor
laws. He was elected in 1894 and won bids for
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reelection in 1896 and 1898. But these were to
he his only, successful elections until he ran for
the United States Senate In 1922

At the turn ofthe century, the lowa Republi-
can party was In turmoll. The standpat, old-line
conservative Republicans and the Insurgent
progressive Republicans were fighting for con-
trol of the party. The dominant political and
economic force in lowa at this time was the
rallroads. In southern lowa, where Brookhart
lived, this meant the Chicago, Burlington and
Quincy, whose political affairs were managed
by Joseph Blythe, the railroad’ general coun-
sel. fhe standpats tended to support the rail-
roads Interests. The Progressives, through a
series of reforms, fought to free the political
process from railroad control and at the same
time free farmers from the high freight rates
that had given the rallroads enormous eco-
nomic power. While sympathetic to the
progressive cause and Its leader, Albert B.
Cummins, who was elected governor of lowa In
1902, Brookhart disagreed with Cummins’
“wet stance on the liquor question and with-
held full support from the candidate.

Brookhart had left the county attorney’s of-
fice in 1900 and resumed his private law prac-
tice, but by 1904 Brookhart began to think of
running for office again. At the urging of
friends, Brookhart went to see Joseph Blythe to
get his blessing as a candidate. Blythe showed
him a stack of letters from grateful politicians
whom the railroad counsel had helped into
office and hinted that if Brookhart played along
he, too, could be elected. Brookhart would
have none of it and walked out.

The following year Brookhart attended a rail-
road rate regulation convention organized to
support President Theodore Roosevelt’s efforts
to give rate relief to farmers. Brookhart lis-
tened to a variety of speeches condemning
abuses by railroads and came away convinced
that “people do not intend longer to submit to
the lawlessness and anarchy of the big corpora-
tions.” Brookhart was now a full-fledged Pro-
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gressive. Putting aside his earlier reservations
about Cummins liquor stance (Brookhart ob-
served that the governor had enforced the lowa
dry laws) he threw himself into the governor s
1906 re-election campaign with what was to
become characteristic Brookhart enthusiasm.
Responding to the support, Cummins ob-
served: “You must be omnipresent, for | hear
of your work everywhere. | did not believe it
was possible for you or anyone to infuse such
energy Into the campaign as Is now manifest In
your part of the state.”

In 1910 Brookhart ran in the Republican
congressional primary. Although Blythe was
dead, the political machine he had built was
not. Brookhart was defeated but undaunted. |
was buried deeper than anybody else under
the avalanche, he wrote to Senator Jonathan
P. Dolliver In the aftermath of the election,
“but have already crawled out and ground my
battle ax for the next encounter. | would rather
he right than be regular any day.”

In the decade of the First World War Brook-

xupied himself with two activities: the
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In 1911 Brookhart, along with his brother and
two others, bought the Washington County
Press. He took an active part in the business
and used the editorial pages to advance the

progressive cause and continue his fight against
rallroad abuses.

Brookhart s military service included joining
the lowa National Guard In the 1890s and serv-
Ing in the Spanish-American War. While in the
army he became convinced ofthe need for rifle
training, and gained repute as a world-class
marksman. He trained many award-winning
National Guard rifle teams and In 1912 cap-
tained the team that won the world marksman-
ship trophy. During World War | he taught
marksmanship to thousands of American of-
ficers.

Following the war Brookhart returned to
lowa and rekindled his political ambitions. He
was convinced that only government owner-
ship of the railroads would protect consumers
from exorbitant rates, so when his old ally
Senator Gummins co-sponsored a bill to return
the railroads to private ownership after war-
time government operation, Brookhart be-
lieved Cummins had betrayed the progressive
cause. Brookhart ran against Cummins in the
1920 senatorial primary, and although he lost,
Brookhart became a statewide figure. By chal-
lenging Cummins, however, Brookhart earned
the enmity of the lowa Republican party.

The 1920 primary election set Brookhart
against the state party organization. The or-
ganization won. In the next six years Brookhart
would run for the Senate six more times and In
each of those elections the state party organiza-
tion would do all it could to defeat him. But In
each of these succeeding elections Brookhart
beat the organization, and his success was
based on a factor not present in the 1920 elec-
tion—a statewide farm depression.

In the years immediately following the war
farmers rode the crest of a wave of prosperity.
Backed by high crop prices and a generous
credit situation, many farmers went deeply
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Into debt to expand their operations. The pros-
perity wave crashed on a rocky shore In late
1920 when, In an attempt to tighten credit
nationwide, the Federal Reserve Board began
to demand repayment of farm loans. The rate of
bank failures rose, farm prices fell, many farm-
ers were forced to sell out to pay offtheir loans,
and a farm depression set in. Already con-
vinced that farmers had suffered as a result of
exorbitant railroad rates, Brookhart now added
the Federal Reserve Board and Wall Street
bankers to his list of enemies of the farmers.
Brookhart soon had a chance to champion the
farmers’cause In an active way. In 1922 lowa’s

junior senator, William S. Kenyon, was ap-

pointed to the United States Circuit Court of
Appeals, and Brookhart sought to fill the va-
cancy. He ran on a platform that attacked Wall
Street and the Federal Reserve Board and de-
manded relief for farmers.

N

5*
Mg

VIN-*

Smith Brookhart in his \VWI uniform. (SHSI)

[*
1



Smith Brookhart as

The nation was astounded to hear Republican can-
didate Brookhart demand that Republican
vice-presidential nominee Charles G. Dawes be tak-
en off the ticket.

The lowa Republican party fought back. Still
smarting from Brookhart’s rash 1920 challenge
and concerned that if elected they could not
control him, the party portrayed Brookhart as a
dangerous radical whose espousal of govern-
ment ownership of the railroads was com-
munistic. To deny him the nomination, the
party attempted to take advantage of the lowa
primary election law that stated that unless a
candidate received 35 percent of the vote the
choice of anominee would be made In the party
convention. They believed that if there were
enough candidates In the race no one would
receive the necessary 35 percent, and they
could name whomever they wanted. Brookhart
took his case to the people, received 41 percent
of the votes cast in the primary, and easily won
the general election In the fall despite being
ignored by the party.
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During his 1926 campaign against Albert B. Cum-
mins, D/ng portrayed Brookhart as a petulant boy
who had been thrown out of school.

With only two years remaining in Kenyon s
term, Brookhart had to campaign again in
1924. He easily won the primary and seemed
assured ofa runaway victory in the fall. Several
forces, however, combined against him: the
lowa Republican party, the American Legion,
Hanford MacNider of Mason City and the
Republican Service League (a veterans group
that had unoffical ties to the Legion), and final-
ly Brookhart’s own rhetoric. In September
Brookhart wrote the chairman of the Repub-
lican National Committee and demanded that
vice-presidential nominee Charles G. Dawes
be thrown off the ticket. Dawes, Brookhart
charged, had not done enough for agriculture
and was an ‘agent of international banking
powers. In October, In a speech at Emmets-
burg, Brookhart charged that President
Coolidge was a tool of Wall Street and
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After the 1924 campaign, Brookhart's party affilia-
tion was brought into question. Brookhart and
three other senators had their seniority and com-

Brookhart blamed eastern bankers and the finan-
cial centers for the farm depression, and used the
epithet “tool of Wall Street to describe anyone he

mittee assignments taken away.

promised to “do as much for Coolidge as lie
would do for me,” that is, nothing. Because of
this, and also because of Brookhart s sympathy
tor Robert M. La Follette s Progressive party
candidacy for president, the lowa Republican
party called Brookhart a “bolter” and openly
supported his Democratic opponent, Daniel
Steck.

Brookhart won the election by 755 votes,
and after a recount the lowa secretary of state
Issued a certificate of election. Almost imme-
diately, Steck announced he would challenge
the results on the floor of the Senate. The state
Republican and Democratic parties joined In
the challenge and the Republican Service
_eague began to raise funds to help Steck in his
light, Ihe U.S. Senate Committee on Elec-
tions and Privileges took fourteen months to
reach Its decision—Brookhart had lost. The

felt was against the farmer.

committee awarded the seat to Steck after
counting ballots the canvassers in lowa had
thrown out as marred bv extraneous marks and
therefore invalid. The Senate ruled that even
though they were marred the ballots indicated
It was the intent of the voter to vote for Steck.
On April 12, 1926, Smith Brookhart was de-
clared to have lost the election of 1924 and Dan
Steck was sworn in as lowa’s junior senator.
Brookhart immediately returned to lowa
and entered the June primary election against
lowa’s senior senator, Albert B. Cummins. An-
gered by the Senate’s decision, lowa voters
gave Brookhart 49.5 percent of the primary
vote In a five-man field. “We sent Brookhart to
Washington and we’re going to send him
hack,” a Polk County farmer said. “We |l show
the Senate that when we have sent a man down
there we Il see to calling him home when we
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Brookhart's years In the senate saw the
Introduction of many campaign innova-

tions. Shown here using a public ad-
dress system In 1928, Brookhart also

made use of the radio and the airplane.

Brookhart greets Hoover (it his birthplace in West Branch.
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want him.

Thus In five elections, Brookhart had won
without the help of the lowa Republican party,
or at the very most, with their grudging sup-
port. In spite of large primary victories in 1922
and 1924, the party did its best to ignore him at
Its state conventions, to the point of not even
allowing him a seat on the dais. It was not much
different in 1926. Less than two months after
Albert B. Cummins* defeat In the primary,
lowa’s senior senator died. The party met Iin
convention to select a candidate to serve the
remainder of Cummins* term ending March 4,
1927. Brookhart was already the party’s nomi-
nee for the full term, and it would have been
logical for the party organization to choose him
to serve the remainder of Cummins’term. In-
stead, In afinal nod to the memory of Cummins
and the Brookhart-Cummins battles ofthe pre-
ceding years, they chose Sioux City attorney
David Stewart. With the death of Cummins,

more party members supported Brookhart
now than In the past, but this support was more

Note on Sources

There is no published biography of Smith Brookhart. The
most complete unpublished work i1s Hay S. Johnston’s

Smith Wildman Brookhart: lowa’s Last Populist, ' (M.A.
thesis, State College of lowa, 1964). This article relied on
Johnston swork as well as newspaper accounts of Brook-
hart's career (from the New York Times, the Des Moines
Register, the Washington EveningJournal, the Washing-
ton County Press, the Washington Gazette, and various
newspapers across lowa.)

Manuscript sources consulted included the papers of
Brookhart s contemporaries in the Senate, especially
Senators George W. Norris and Robert M. La Toilette,
both of whose papers are in the Library of Congress, and
the records ol the various executive departments and in
the congress of the United States housed at the National
Archives. The records of various lowa politicians were
also a rich source, but none more so than the papers of
Albert Baird Cummins and Charles Rawson at the Mu-
seum and Archives in Des Moines and the papers of
Hanford MacNider at the Herbert Hoover Presidential
Library in West Branch.

Ihere is no body of Brookhart manuscripts; what letters
and papers exist are owned by the senator’s daughter Dr.
Morence Brookhart Yount, who has generously allowed
me access to these papers. A smaller group of letters
written by the senator’s wife, Jennie, is owned by then-
grandson, (diaries E. Brookhart, who was equally gen-
erous in permitting their use. Of inestimable value was
the time and patience spent by Dr. Yount and her broth-
er, Smith W. Brookhart, Jr., and sister, Edith Brookhart
Millard, in answering my many gquestions.

In the spirit of resignation than real enthusiam
for him. In the fall Brookhart was easily elected
to the full term.

As a senator, Brookhart allied himself with
the progressive group, whose members In-
cluded Senators Robert M. La Toilette of Wis-
consin, George W. Norris of Nebraska, and
William E. Borah of Idaho. Although he stead-
fastly insisted he was a Republican, Brookhart
did not participate In the Senate Republican
Conference, and he even temporarily lost his
nominal standing with the Conference when
they took away his committee assignments be-
cause ofhis support for La Toilette in 1924. The
only committee chairmanship Brookhart ever
held was the 1924 Select Committee to Investi-
gate Attorney General Harry Daugherty.

In the Senate, Brookhart’s principal concern
was to obtain relief for farmers. Like many
others, he believed agriculture should receive
the same government protection that other in-
dustries received. Arguing that farmers had
suffered at the hands of Wall Street bankers
and the Federal Reserve Board since 1920,
Brookhart advocated laws to permit farmers to
take matters into their own hands bv establish-
Ing cooperative banks and marketing coopera-
tives. Although introduced In several forms,
the plan never passed, and Brookhart even-
tually supported the farm relief program pro-
posed by Congress, the McNary-Haugen Bill.

Small businessmen also had a champion In
Brookhart. To protect independent businesses
he drafted anti-chain store legislation. He also
Introduced legislation to protect independent
movie theater owners from losing control of
their businesses to large motion picture com-
panies. Long an advocate of government
ownership of the railroads, Brookhart thought
other utilities, including the budding radio In-
dustry, should be operated by the government
In the public interest. And finally, the
long-time prohibitionist ended his elected
career where he had begun it—fighting relaxa-
tion of liquor laws and repeal of the Eighteenth




Amendment.

Perhaps Brookhart’s most controversial posi-
tion was his support of Soviet Russia. He made
a much publicized trip to Russia in 1923, and
on his return he admitted that although the
revolution had committed inexcusable ex-
cesses, Russia had a stable government and the
peasants were better off than under the Czar.
“The recognition of a government does not
mean Its approval, he wrote in 1923; however
the recognition of Russia . . . may tend to
settle the world unrest and to restore world
prosperity.”

By 1932 the rest of the country had joined
the lowa farmers in the Great Depression. But
although he had been telling the country of
their plight since 1920, Brookhart had been
unable to obtain legislative relieffor lowa farm-
ers. So In the 1932 senatorial primary lowans
looked elsewhere and nominated Henry Field
of Shenandoah.

Brookhart supported Franklin Roosevelt for
president in 1932 and 1936, and In return
Roosevelt appointed Brookhart as special ad-
visor for Russian trade in the Agricultural
Adjustment Administration. It was not surpris-
Ing that Brookhart ended his public career
working for a Democrat. Throughout his public
life he never wavered from his belief that
where iIndividual rights and welfare were
threatened it was the duty of the government
to step In and insure those rights. New Deal
Democracy was a logical step from his earlier
populism and progressivism. As former lowa
Democratic Congressman Otha Wearin
remembered Brookhart, He should have
been [a Democrat]. He thought like a Demo-
crat.”

When Smith Wildman Brookhart died on
November 15, 1944, he had been out of the
public eye for a number of years. Prosperity
had returned with the war, and the attention of
Americans was focused on events around the
world. Many remembered him, however.“As
you know, | knew your father well,” former
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Postmaster General James Farley wrote
Brookhart’s family, “and | liked and respected
him. He made a notable contribution to our
country’s progress.” And Vice-President Hen-
ry A Wallace wrote: “l wanted to write you
concerning your Father, who suffered from the
disadvantage of being ahead of his time. He
sensed the eventual possibilities of Russia bet-
ter than most of us. He also sensed some of the
eventual difficulties ofthe social system here In
the United States. He battled resolutely and
courageously for that in which he believed. He
represented the progressive spirit in lowa at a
time when the lowa farmer was In great
trouble.”



