
The Capehart Cornfield Conference and the 
Election of 1938 : 

Homer E. Capehart’s Entry into Politics 

William B. Pickett” 

The Cornfield Conference of 1938, held on Homer E. 
Capehart’s farm in southern Indiana, demonstrated a new 
unity and purpose in the national Republican party and 
marked the beginning of a more conservative era in American 
politics.’ It was also a turning point for Capehart. From that 
moment on he devoted much of his time to selling both the 
Republican party and himself as the embodiment of its ideals. 
These activities culminated in his election in 1944 to the 
United States Senate where he remained for three terms, 
longer than any Hoosier Republican before him. 

Capehart personified the success story of the American 
dream. As the son of a frugal Indiana farmer he experienced 
strong doses of family affection, Christian teaching, and 
back-breaking work on a small farm in Pike County and in 
Daviess County where his family moved to a tenant farm 
when Capehart was thirteen years old. His childhood in- 
stilled in him a restless drive to succeed. Although his 
formal education stopped with his graduation from high 
school in 1916, Capehart continued to learn. As a young 

*William B. Pickett is associate professor of history at Rose- 
Hulman Institute of Technology, Terre  Haute. All photographs are 
courtesy of the author. 

1 F o r  the  Cornfield Conference as symbol of the conservative Re- 
publican resurgence see Joseph W. Martin, M y  First  F i f t y  Years  in  
Politics (New York, 1960), 82; “G.O.P. Picnic,” Newsweek, XXXVIII 
(September 5, 1938), 8-9; Milton Plesur, “The Republican Congressional 
Comeback of 1938,” Review of Politics, XXIV (October, 1962), 525, 542, 
554-55; “The Republican Party:  Up from the Grave,” Fortune, XX 
(August, 1939), 33-34. Ultimately, this resurgence led to  the  develop- 
ment of a bipartisan congressional coalition of conservative Democrats 
and Republicans t h a t  gained control of Congress in  1947. Historian 
James MacGregor Burns labeled the coalition the Congressional party. 
James MacGregor Burns, The Deadlock o f  Democracy: Four-Party 
Politics in  America (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1967), 241. See also 
Samuel Lubell, The Future o f  American Politics (New York, 1965), 
195, 219. 
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baking powder huckster and later as an army supply sergeant 
during World War I, he gained self confidence. Following the 
war he sold farm implements and commercial popcorn and 
peanut toasting machines, and in 1927 he founded the Cape- 
hart Automatic Phonograph Corporation in Huntington, 
Indiana. The company manufactured coin operated phono- 
graphs for use in commercial locations such as sweet shops, 
drug stores, and dance halls-the first such devices with the 
capacity to play twenty-eight records continuously, auto- 
matically turning each one over to play the other side. Re- 
named the Capehart Corporation, the company moved to Fort 
Wayne where i t  produced an expensive record player for use 
in fashionable homes, yachts, and hotels.z 

The world wide business collapse which followed the 
Wall Street crash of 1929 temporarily shelved Capehart’s 
career as an entrepreneur. The Capehart Corporation had 
been expanding production in 1932 when a drop in sales, a 
decision to stop dividend payments, and subsequent disagree- 
ment with his board of directors-a group which held the 
controlling preferred stock-resulted in Capehart’s removal 
as president and loss of all equity in his own company. Draw- 
ing upon his experience as a successful salesman and business 
promoter, Capehart decided that the Depression had occurred 
because Americans, like his board of directors a t  the Capehart 
Corporation, had become needlessly pessimistic. What the 
country needed, he thought, was an attitude of optimism, 
individual self discipline, and willingness to produce and to 
sell goods.3 

It was this simple, even naive, set of beliefs and his 
enormous determination that Capehart took to Farny Wur- 
litzer, chief executive of the Rudolph Wurlitzer Company in 
North Tonawanda, New York, in the summer of 1934. Cape- 
hart  convinced Wurlitzer that he could lift the New York 
company out of its desperate financial difficulties. Wurlitzer 
hired Capehart, and in four years Capehart fulfilled his 
promise. He supervised the manufacture and sale of the 
colorful and popular Wurlitzer juke boxes of the 1930s- 
activities which made Wurlitzer prosperous and made Cape- 
hart a millionaire. With some of his new wealth Capehart 
in 1936 had the satisfaction of purchasing several acres of 

2 F o r  Capehart’s childhood and business experience see William B. 
Pickett, “Homer E. Capehart : The Making of a Hoosier Senator” (Ph.D. 
dissertation, Department of History, Indiana University, 1974), 1-107. 

3 For t  Wayne News-Sentinel, October 3,  1930. 



254 Ind iana  Magazine of His tory  

farm land in Daviess County next to the Graham Farms 
where at age fourteen he had helped his father plow. 

The Great Depression and President Franklin D. Roose- 
velt’s faltering response to it turned Capehart to  politic^.^ 
There is no available evidence that he was ambitious for 
political office in 1938. A restless, energetic man who be- 
lieved in himself, he enjoyed trying new things, making new 
opportunities for himself. He was happily married, the father 
of three children, comfortably rich from his earnings as 
vice-president and general sales manager of the Wurlitzer 
factory in North Tonawanda, and pleased with his accom- 
plishments. By 1938 he had begun considering the reasons 
for his success and how to use his new wealth. Convinced 
that he had demonstrated the value of optimism, individual- 
ism, and aggressive self interest in his own business activities, 
he concluded that if he could apply these qualities to the 
nation’s business the Depression might soon be over. The 
political opposition to the New Deal closely reflected his 
views: he became active in the Republican party.5 

Capehart’s entry into politics coincided with the declin- 
ing popularity of Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal. 
This drop in public esteem began as early as February, 1937, 
when the president’s plan to reorganize the Supreme Court 
rallied opposition.6 Another blow came in the late summer 
of 1937 with a drop in stock prices and a dramatic increase 
in unemployment. Businessmen across the nation flooded the 
White House with telegrams demanding that the president 
do something about the situation. In response the adminis- 
tration opened an attack against monopolists and profiteers, 
blaming them for the slump.’ Ignoring the advice of John 
Maynard Keynes that if the president antagonized business- 
men “the nation’s burden will not get carried to market; and 
in the end, public opinion will veer their way,” Roosevelt 
turned for support to the impending congressional election. 
Committing one of the major political blunders of his career, 

4For Capehart’s few early contacts with politics see Homer E. 
Capehart, Manuscript Memoir, 1943, Capehart Papers (Board of Trade 
Building, Indianapolis) ; Homer E. Capehart, tapes 4, 6, Oral History 
Project (Indiana University, Bloomington) ; Washington (Indiana) 
Herald, August 30, 1938; Buffalo Evening News, August 12, 19, 1937; 
Interviews with Capehart, December 16, 1971, and April 25, 1972, In- 
dianapolis. 

5 Capehart, Manuscript Memoir, 188. For Capehart’s criticisms of 
the New Deal see Christian Science Monitor, August 27, 1938. 

6 James MacGregor Burns, Roosevelt: The Lion and the Foz (New 
York, 1956), 307; Plesur, “Republican Comeback,” 539. 

7 Burns, Roosevelt, 320, 326-27. 
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he embarked on an attempt to prevent reelection of a number 
of senators of his own party who had opposed his moves.8 

Capehart, who may have sensed the Democratic weak- 
ness, was ready to join the fight. But it was a pragmatic 
businessman’s opposition to the New Deal rather than parti- 
san Republicanism which moved him. He had decided that 
the economy was going back into a slump and that people 
“were losing confidence in their government.” He contended 
that neither party was offering the correct solution-the 
New Deal providing security without opportunity, the op- 
position party, as he phrased it later, proposing “opportunity 
without s ec~r i ty . ”~  

Capehart’s decision to associate himself with the GOP 
was fortunate for the party: Republicans needed all the sup- 
port they could find if they were to exploit the difficulties 
of the New Deal. In the 1936 election Democrats won the 
biggest presidential plurality in history, their largest Senate 
majority since 1869, and their largest House majority since 
1855. So badly were Republicans shaken by the election that 
the editors of Fortune suggested that the party go out of 
existence. Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg, a leading Repub- 
lican conservative, made the astonishing remark in Septem- 
ber, 1937, that he felt partly labels were not particularly im- 
portant. Newly elected national Republican chairman John 
D. M. Hamilton warned that Republicans had to realize “that 
they have lost the pulse of the people, the confidence of the 
great masses of Americans.”’O To develop new issues upon 
which to base the 1938 campaign, party leaders set up a Re- 
publican program committee, chaired by Glenn Frank, former 
editor of Century Magazine, recently ousted president of the 
University of Wisconsin, and possible dark horse presidential 
candidate.l’ 

8 Ibid., 332. See also ibid., 360. 
9 Capehart, Manuscript Memoir, 188. 
10 New York Times, January  17, 1937, p. 9, quoted in Donald Bruce 

Johnson, The Republican Party and Wendell Willkie (Urbana, Ill., 1960), 
12-13. See also ibid., 15; Plesur, “Republican Comeback,’’ 527-28, 632; 
James T. Patterson, Congressional Conservatism and the New Deal 
(Lexington, Ky., 1967), 80-81; “The Republican Party:  Up from the 
Grave,” 97. 

11 Johnson, Republican Party, 15, 20-21 ; Patterson, Congressional 
Conservatism, 82, 202. Besides economy, sound finance, isolationism, 
and opposition to  the New Deal, Republicans looked for  possible cam- 
paign issues in Senator Arthur  Vandenberg’s “cash and carry” neutrality 
bill, his “pay-as-you-go” amendment t o  the Social Security Act, rejection 
of Reciprocal Trade Agreements, policing the “maladministration of 
relief appropriations,” “protection of the  employer as well as the em- 
ployee in labor relations,” and “revision of the Wagner Act” in response 
t o  the sit-down strikes. Johnson, Republican Party, 19. So also Plesur, 
“Republican Comeback,” 533; Time (December 27, 1937)’ 12. 
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In the summer of 1938 Capehart became one of 215 
members of the Frank committee.’* The committee set out 
to make an “honest and objective audit of the New Deal,” 
to “rethink, restate, and reinterpret to the nation the political 
and economic philosophy” of the Republican party, and to 
“create a comprehensive report of policy.”13 In a progress 
report made in August, 1938, the committee warned of a 
possible breakdown in the nation’s economy and the “disinte- 
gration of responsible and effective government.” The party, 
i t  said rather ambiguously, needed both to recognize its obli- 
gation to “youth and age” through voluntary social and 
government action and to determine the “stimulations, regu- 
lations, and freedoms” that will allow for sustained produc- 
tivity.” Capehart, an excellent listener and a fast learner, 
was alert to the possibility that such new formulations might 
provide an important new ingredient for the platform of the 
nearly moribund GOP.l5 

The Frank committee’s work stirred such controversy 
in the party that the committee decided not to publish a final 
report and changed its purpose from preparing a statement 
of Republican policy to making a more general study of the 
needs and desires of the American people.16 The confusion 
within Republican councils was thoroughly evident in the 
failure of the Frank committee. The party clearly had an 
opportunity because of the troubles of the Democrats but 
did not know how to  use the moment to advantage. Capehart, 
a member of the subcommittee on finance, had little say in 
committee decisions and was not pleased with the indecisive 
outcome.17 

12 Membership List of the Republican Program Committee, O F  856, 
File : “Republican Party, 1935-1945,” Franklin D. Roosevelt Papers 
(Roosevelt Library, Hyde Park, New York) . 

13 Malcolm Moos, The Republicans: A History of Their Party (New 
York, 1956), 405. 

l4 Quoted in Ronald Bridges, “The Republican Program Committee,” 
Public Opinion Quarterly, I11 (April, 1939), 302-303. 

15The ideas which Capehart borrowed from Frank (and probably 
from Hamilton) appeared in his Cornfield Conference address “Dealing 
with the Relief Problem,” August 27, 1938, Box 72, Capehart Manu- 
scripts (Indiana State Library, Indianapolis). 

 MOOS, The Republicans, 405; Saturday Evening Post, CCXI (De- 
cember 10, 1938), 22. 

l 7  Johnson, Republican Party, 24 ; Capehart, Manuscript Memoir, 
189; Interview with Capehart, April 25, 1972. Capehart and Indiana 
Republican Chairman Arch N. Bobbitt may have attended the Evanston 
meeting together. Arch N. Bobbitt, tape 1, Oral History Project (Indiana 
University, Bloomington) . 
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The Hoosier Republican party, as Capehart had already 
discovered, was in no less disarray than its national organiza- 
tion. Indiana had a history of strong two-party competition, 
but Paul V. McNutt’s entry into the governor’s office in 1933 
marked a new dominance for the Democratic party. McNutt 
pushed through the Reorganization Act of 1933 which central- 
ized the administration of state government and placed almost 
complete control of expenditures and patronage in his hands.l* 
Indiana Democrats added to their power through administra- 
tion of such relief programs as the Works Progress Admin- 
istration, the Public Works Administration, and farm subsidy 
payments. By the mid-1930s the party had become relatively 
prosperous from McNutt’s famous “two per cent club,” which 
collected that amount annually from the salaries of state 
patronage job h01ders.l~ During these years Hoosier Repub- 
licans had disintegrated into factions occupied with squabbles 
for control of the state organization and appointments to the 
national committee. The rank-and-file was apathetic. Older 
members wanted a return of the golden years of Coolidge and 
continued their support for former Senator James E. Watson 
-pro-business spokesman for Indiana Republicans for over 
sixteen years and Senate majority leader during the Hoover 
administration.20 By early 1938 a dispute over who would 
be the next state chairman had caused Muncie manufacturer 
George A. Ball to resign as national committeeman, and it 
was uncertain where the state committee would find money 
for the upcoming congressional campaign.21 

Fortunately for the Indiana GOP, Hoosier Democrats 
began experiencing even greater difficulties in 1937. Roose- 
velt’s plan to increase the number of justices on the Supreme 
Court (which had become a major obstacle to New Deal re- 
forms) and the apparent failure of his economic program in 
mid-1937 caused serious cracks in the Hoosier Democratic 

18 Frank J. Munger, “Two Party Politics in the State of Indiana” 
(Ph.D. dissertation, Department of Political Science, Harvard Univer- 
sity, 1955), 7, 10-12; James T. Patterson, The New Deal and the States: 
Federalism in Transition (Princeton, N.J., 1969), 134. 

19 Patterson, The New Deal, 135; Peru (Indiana) Daily Tribune, 
September 23, 1938. 

20 James Eli Watson, As I Knew Them: Memoirs of James E .  
Watson, Former United States Senator from Indiana (Indianapolis, 
1936), 254-56; John D. Barnhart and Donald F. Carmony, Indiana: 
From Frontier to Industrial Commonweath (4 vols., New York, 1954), 
11, 484 ; Biographical Directory of the American Congress, 177.4-1971 
(Washington, D.C., 1971), 1889. 

21 Peru Daily Tribune, September 23, 1938. 
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machine, by that time under the leadership of McNutt’s 
prot6g6, Governor Clifford M. Townsend. The first break 
occurred when the independent minded Democratic Senator 
Frederick Van Nuys of Indiana became one of ten senators 
who signed the majority report against Roosevelt’s Supreme 
Court measure. Governor Townsend went to Washington, 
and after conferring with Roosevelt told the press from the 
White House steps that he did not know who would be the 
1938 Democratic nominee for the United States Senate from 
Indiana. “There is nothing certain,” Townsend remarked, 
“except that it will not be Senator Van N u ~ s . ” ~ ~  From that 
moment the Democrats were in a turmoil. Indiana leaders 
pressed for party harmony, but they could not find a suitable 
alternative to Van Nuys, who had decided to run for reelection 
to the Senate against the wishes of the party if necessary.23 
The Republicans had their first good chance for a comeback 
since the onset of the New Deal. 

Acting on his desire to help revitalize the Republican 
party and the nation’s economy, Capehart in February, 1938, 
suggested a mid-term Republican conference to be held on 
his Daviess County farm in the following Recalling 
a successful company picnic which he had organized the previ- 
ous year at North Tonawanda-a festive celebration for 
Wurlitzer juke box salesmen and their wives-Capehart pre- 
sented the plan for a cornfield rally to State Republican 
Chairman Arch B~bbit t . ’~ Bobbitt told Capehart that the 
party was down, that workers were discouraged, and that 
he had been hoping for a statewide meeting of precinct com- 
mitteemen and women. Capehart replied, “Why not have a 
clambake on my farm?”26 And he gave Bobbitt a contribu- 
tion check for the state GOP-a check Bobbitt remembers as 
“Much larger than I had received from anybody for a long 

22Indianapolis Times, July 17, 1937, quoted in Barnhart and 
Carmony, Indiana, 11, 483. See also Patterson, Congressional Conserva- 
tism, 274. 

23 Barnhart and Carmony, Indiana, 11, 485. 
z4 George E. Gill, “Brief History of the Packard Manufacturing 

Corporation,” p. 60 (unpublished manuscript, 1944), Capehart Papers; 
Capehart, tape 10, Oral History Project. That the conference was not 
a new idea was shown by the newspaper article which called it “one of 
the largest political gatherings since the famous farm barbeque given 
by Dr. Arthur Nelson at  Bundston, Mo., in the 1924 presidential cam- 
paign.” Kansas City Star, October 4, 1938. 

25  Capehart, tape 4, Oral History Project; Capehart, Manuscript 
Memoir, 189; Interview with William F. Merchant, December 11, 1970, 
Fort Wayne. 

26 Bobbitt, tape 1, Oral History Project. 
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time.”27 The motives were uncomplicated, the approach spon- 
taneous and direct. Before i t  was over Capehart had per- 
sonally paid out some $25,000.28 

In the months following the meeting with Bobbitt Cape- 
hart’s interest in the party and participation on the Frank 
committee attracted the attention of the Republican leader- 
ship. In July National Chairman Hamilton announced that 
a Hoosier Republican rally to be held on August 27 at the 
Capehart farm in Daviess County would open the GOP na- 
tional congressional election campaign.29 To give party leaders 
an opportunity to meet and discuss problems, Hamilton 
arranged for attendance of Representative Joseph W. Martin, 
chairman of the Republican congressional campaign com- 
mittee; Capehart’s recent acquaintance, Glenn Frank; and 
Marion E. Martin, assistant chairman of the national com- 
mittee in charge of women’s activities. Former Senator 
James W. Wadsworth of New York agreed to give the key- 
note address, and invitations went to national committee 
members, state chairmen, senatorial, congressional, and 
gubernatorial candidates in twelve midwestern and plains 

When asked later how his suggestion had become so im- 
portant, Capehart responded in his typical salesman’s hy- 
perbole: “I handled i t  exactly like I’d have handled the 
introduction of a new musical instrument or an automobile 
or any new product . . . . Keep writing your name in the 
sky and if you’ve got a good product i t  will be successful, it 

Capehart was to be general chairman.31 

27 Ib id .  See also Interview with Bobbitt, August 1, 1972, Indian- 
apolis; Washington Herald, August 5, 1938. The GOP state treasurer 
at the time remembers the check to have been between two and three 
hundred dollars. Felix McWhirter, tape 1, Oral History Project (Indiana 
University, Bloomington) . For  the sad financial condition of the Hoosier 
GOP as it affected senatorial candidate Raymond E. Willis see Willis 
to  Hilton P. Hornaday, June  13, 1938, Box 78, Willis Papers (Indiana 
Division, Indiana State  Library, Indianapolis) ; Willis to John G. Town- 
send, Jr., July 29, 1938, ibid. 

28 After  personally underwriting the finances for  the affair  to a 
total cost of at least $25,000, Capehart, as general sales manager for  
Wurlitzer, appealed t o  his regional managers for  donations. Their 
loyal response brought a n  additional ten or fifteen thousand dollars. 
McWhirter, tape 1, Oral History Project; Merchant, tape 1, Oral History 
Project (Indiana University, Bloomington) ; Interview with Capehart, 
December 16, 1971; New York T i m e s ,  August 28, 1938. 

29 Indianapolis Star, July 2, 1938. 
“ A r t h u r  H. Vandenberg to A. K. Remmel, August 1, 1938, Willis 

to Robert A. Taft ,  August 8, 1938, Willis Papers;  Cincinnati Times-S tar ,  
August 9, 1938. 

31 Indianapolis Star, August 25, 1938. 
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will draw people to it and they’ll buy it.”32 There were, of 
course, other reasons; the opportunities offered by the Demo- 
crats’ problems, the need of the Republican party for an 
attractive program and new money, plus the facts that Cape- 
hart made good news copy and had experience staging 
successful sales conventions. Early in July the state Repub- 
lican committee began publishing advances about the Corn- 
field Conference and its host, who personified the farmboy 
to riches aspect of the American dream. “A country that 
permits a poor boy to work his way up is good enough for 
me,” Capehart would say. “If they [presumably the New 
Deal administrators] keep on monkeying with it, they’re 
going to make i t  impossible for a kid to do what I have 
done.”33 Reporters enjoyed pointing out the unity in Cape- 
hart’s progress from boyhood on a neighboring farm to the 
realization of his dream to own an “agricultural  howp place."^^ 
The amusement industry periodical, Billboard magazine, re- 
ported: “Capehart plans to ‘put up the biggest circus tent 
ever and show the boys some good entertainment in the way 
of circus acts’ . . . . His able showmanship in presenting this 
type of affair is well-known and is attested to by thousands 
of coin-machine operators and  distributor^."^^ 

Early on the morning of August 26 the site of the con- 
ference on Capehart‘s farm was ready. Twenty-eight blue 
and white striped tents were arranged according to Capehart’s 
blueprint on a 120 acre freshly mowed alfalfa field bordered 
on the east by the Big Four Railroad tracks and on the south 
by a county road. Corn had grown in the field in other years, 
and, for those who would insist on accuracy, an adjacent 
field was filled with green eared stalks in full tassle. The 
large tent would accommodate ten thousand people seated at  
tables. There were tents for each of the twelve Indiana dis- 
trict Republican delegations, four for kitchens, one for head- 
quarters, and one each for radio broadcasters, the press, and 
Republican literature. Small tents sheltered the first aid 

32 Capehart, tape 10, Oral History Project. 
33 Christian Science Monitor, August 27, 1938. 
34 Indianapolis Star, Ju ly  7, 1938. 
35 Billboard, August 20, 1938, p. 66; Indianapolis Star columnist 

Maurice Early called the proposed rally a Republican “CCC,” a point- 
edly inappropriate comparison with the Civilian Conservation Corps, a 
well known New Deal work project. He meant, of course, the “Capehart 
Cornfield Conference.” Indianapolis Star, August 25, 1938. 
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GOP NATIONAL CHAIRMAN JOHN D. M. HAMILTON AT THE 
CORNFIELD CONFERENCE 

station and soft drink concessions. The parking area could 
hold thousands of cars.36 

GOP festivities began that morning in Gary, where the 
pied piper of the affair, the Wurlitzer Military Band-a 
hundred piece ensemble which had won the “best band in the 
United States award” a t  the national band contest in Chicago 
in 1937-left their headquarters on a zigzag southward route. 
Riding in three sign covered buses, the band traveled from 
Gary to the Capehart farm, stopping for brief concerts in 
South Bend, Fort Wayne, Indianapolis, Bloomington, and 
eight other communities. At Indianapolis a crowd of placard 
carrying Republicans and a huge live elephant rented from 
a circus met the band on Monument Circle and held a pep 
rally. Arriving that evening at the Capehart farm, band 
members barely had time to eat before they were again play- 
ing a two and a half hour concert for a crowd of fifteen 
thousand. After the concert thousands of citizens from miles 

38 Capehart, “Details of the Cornfield Conference,” Indiana State 
Central Committee Handout, July 2, 1938, Capehart Manuscripts ; New 
York Times, August 28, 1938; Indianapolis Star, July 2, August 25, 
1938. The Cornfield Conference loudspeaker and amplification system 
were from Wurlitzer. New York Times, August 28, 1938. 
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CAPEHART WELCOMES HAMILTON TO THE CORNFIELD 
CONFERENCE 

around listened as Frank and United States Senate candidate 
Raymond E. Willis gave the opening addresses of the Corn- 
field Conferen~e.~r Meanwhile in Indianapolis, politicos from 
the thirteen “breadbasket states” gathered a t  the Columbia 
Club to meet national leaders and plan strategy for the 
election. The busy senatorial candidate from Ohio, Robert 
A. Taft, found time to hurry to Indianapolis to meet the 
other Republican candidates and get “what advice I could 
from John Hamilton, Joe Martin and Senator [John G.] 
Townsend, [ Jr.] .”38 

The next morning, August 27, 1938, a summer haze 
veiled the sun’s first rays, and a gentle cooling breeze caused 
the blue and white canvas tents on the Capehart farm to 
sway gently. Cooks and waiters were at work steaming 
clams and barbecuing chickens over huge charcoal pits in the 
four kitchen tents. Out on the road Capehart’s Daviess 

37 Indianapolis Star, August 25, 1938; Interview with Capehart, 
July 22, 1972, Indianapolis. 

38 Taft to Willis, August 28, 1938, Willis %pers. See also John 
Hamilton to Taft, August 25, 1938, Box 50, File: Political 1938, Repub- 
lican National Committee,” Robert A. Taft  Papers (Manuscript Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.) ; Carrolton (Ohio) Standard, 
September 8, 1938. 
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County neighbors gave parking directions to the first of the 
thousands of cars they would handle that day.39 A short 
time later special trains began to arrive, including one from 
New York, carrying Capehart’s associates from North Tona- 
Wanda and Buffalo.40 

By midmorning lines of automobiles were stirring clouds 
of dust as they converged on the parking area. More visitors 
arrived by special train.41 When Capehart rang the noon 
dinner bell, his guests-twenty thousand precinct committee- 
men and county chairmen and their families and dignitaries 
from out of state-ate at tables filled with barbecued chicken, 
relishes, mashed potatoes and country gravy, corn on the cob, 
watermelon, rolls and butter, iced tea, and coffee. The main 
tent resounded with clinking silver and the din of midwestern 
politicians devouring more than five thousand chickens, 
seventy thousand steamed clams, and three tons of corn on 
the cob. Outside, shuttle trains from Petersburg and Evans- 
ville to the south and Terre Haute to the north arrived with 
more party faithful and the curious who wanted to see a real 
Indian chief, watch stuntmen, and listen to yodelers, guitar 
players, a German band, the Wurlitzer Military Band, and 
thirty-two individual drum and bugle corps from the sur- 
rounding area.4* Overseeing this “Homeric feast” (as Time 
magazine called i t )  was the tireless Capehart in floppy canvas 
sun hat, white long sleeved shirt, long checked tie, tan cotton 
trousers, and cigar in the corner of his mouth. Reporters 
observed him in perpetual motion, shaking hands with 
Hamilton, standing with arms around Willis and Frank, talk- 
ing with his assistants. No detail was to minor for his 
concern, no county committeeman too unimportant for his 
warm greeting and handshake. He even supervised the decor- 
ation of the speakers’ rostrum.43 

When the delegates had finished lunch, Republican State 
Chairman Bobbitt opened the public meeting from the plat- 

39 Capehart, “Details of the  Cornfield Conference”; Indianapolis 

40 Buffalo Couriel--Express, August 27, 1938. 
4 1  Indianapolis Star, August 25, 1938. 
42 New York Times, August 28, 1938; Spokane (Washington) 

Spokesman Review, August 28, 1938 ; “G.O.P. Picnic,” 8-9 ; “Homeric 
Feast,” Time, XXXII (September 5, 1938), 12;  Interview with Capehart, 
July 22, 1972 ; Plesur, “Republican Comeback,” 542. 

43 Philadelphia Record, August 29, 1938 ; Christian Science Monitor, 
August 29, 1938; New York Herald Tm’bune, September 4, 1938; Scrap- 
books of the Capehart Cornfield Conference (Capehart Farms, Wash- 
ington, Indiana) ; Dayton (Ohio) News, August 27, 1938. 

Star, August 28, 1938. 
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DR. GLENN FRANK ADDRESSES THE CORNFIELD CONFERENCE 

form a t  the middle of the main tent where, among others, 
former Senator Watson sat. As late as 1936 Watson still be- 
lieved Coolidge instead of Hoover should have been the party 
candidate in 1928. He watched quietly now as more youthful 
and energetic GOP members sought to adapt the party to the 
new circumstances of American life.44 Representative Charles 
A. Halleck, Indiana’s only Republican member of the House of 
Representatives, introduced each speaker until Hamilton, 
Wadsworth, Willis, Capehart, and five other party officials 
had spoken. The only hitch was when Wadsworth went over 
his allotted time, and Halleck had to ask him to hurry up and 
finish.45 

Attacks on the New Deal by Hamilton and Wadsworth 
dominated the headlines the next day. Hamilton’s increas- 
ingly familiar Republican accusations charged that President 
Roosevelt was “resorting to the ‘Russian technique’ of stag- 
ing a purge in order to ‘divert our attention from the failures 

44 Indianapolis Star, August 27, 1938; New York Times, August 28, 

45 Charles A. Halleck to Willis, September 2, 1938, Willis Papers; 
1938; Watson, As I Knew Them, 254-56, 259-61. 

Indianapolis Star, August 28, 1938. 
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of the New Deal”’ and that a president who attempted to 
alter the structure of the Supreme Court and who used ex- 
travagant federal spending to regiment the citizens and 
render them dependent upon the executive branch-“trying 
to substitute personal government for the ‘American Way’ ” 
-was to blame for the loss of business confidence which had 
brought on the current The words “purge” and 
“bribery,” the themes of the day, received a momentous re- 
sponse from the crowd. The conservative Willis decried the 
enormous increase in farm imports and the resulting lowering 
of demand and prices to a low of fifty-one cents a bushel for 
corn.47 Playing on popular isolationist sentiment, especially 
among voters of German ancestry, he stated his opposition 
“to intervention in old world affairs in any form.”48 

While many Hoosier Republicans still looked to Watson 
and the Old Guard for leadership on national issues, the 
pragmatic Capehart proposed a new Republican response to 

46 F o r  quote about “Russian technique” see New York Times, Sep- 
tember 4, 1938; for  quote about “personal government” see ibid., August 
28, 1938. See also Indianapolis Star, August 28, 1938. 

47 For rural  protectionism see Plesur, “Republican Comeback,” 

48 Indianapolis Star, August 28, 1938. 
548-49. 
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the nation’s altered, in some ways desperate, circumstances. 
Unlike the other speakers, Capehart wisely addressed the 
concerns of a minority party seeking a return to power when 
over twelve million Americans were unemployed and twenty 
million were receiving public relief As early as 
1930 President Hoover had called for helping people in honest 
d i f f i c~ l t i e s .~~  Six years later Landon had promised to con- 
tinue government relief, if elected, and the Frank committee 
had called for Republican responsibility to “youth and age.”51 
Capehart now charged that “Roosevelt has spellbound his 
believers into feeling that the Republican Party is interested 
in only . . . the reduction of taxes; the piling up of profit 
for private enterprise and the protection and ownership of 
property . . . that when Republicans get into power again 
they will permit untold suffering and starvation and will 
NOT take care of the unemployed and will champion NO 
social. legislation.” He rejected this reasoning and called for 
a program to rally Americans dissatisfied with “the Roosevelt 
New Deal” because i t  had deprived them of “the chance to 
live as their fathers, grandfathers and great-grandfathers 
had lived.”52 Then, speaking from his own experience, he 
asserted that every American boy and girl desired to own a 
home, a business, or at least to have a position of responsi- 
bility in private industry. But Capehart had also decided that 
Republicans must compromise with the New Deal, accepting 
its proposition that every person has a right to the minimum 
necessities of life. “The Republican Party,” he affirmed, “must 
have the courage to say to the people of America who con- 
tinue unemployed through no fault of their own, that it will 
guarantee to them adequate and intelligent relief in what- 
ever form is most a p p r ~ p r i a t e . ” ~ ~  In these few words he 
indicated his pragmatic willingness to support those facets 
of the New Deal which had won overwhelming public accept- 
ance. And he exposed the backwardness of the 1936 national 
Republican platform which had condemned unemployment 
insurance and old age annuities provided by the Social 

49 F o r  the views of the national Republican leaders and the wisdom 
of Capehart’s position see Moos, T h e  Republicans,  400 ; Plesur, “Repub- 
lican Comeback,” 528-29 ; Johnson, Republican Par tg ,  19. 

6 0  Herbert C. Hoover, Addresses  U p o n  the  Amer ican  Road,  1933-1938 
(New York, 1938), 186. 

61 Moos, T h e  Republicans,  399. 
5 2  Capehart, “Dealing with the Relief Problem,” Capehart Manu- 

53 Ibid. 
scripts. 
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Security He also acted to alleviate Landon’s greatest 
failure of political imagination: the inability to project a 
Republican vision of a society with equal opportunity for 
men of ability and desire.5z 

Capehart answered the objections of those who would 
accuse him of simply borrowing the New Deal program by 
saying that his Republican program would eliminate the 
notorious Rooseveltian bureaucratic inefficiency-the jungle 
of “red tape, politics, waste and stupid bungling, . . . favor- 
itism and graft.” And he hit the New Deal’s most serious 
economic failure by emphasizing that the Republican party 
would “dedicate its every act and its very life to the end that 
these millions of people who have been able to obtain only 
government relief employment will be given an opportunity 
for real employment in private industry-and soon ! ”56  Look- 
ing toward a new American industrial society which recog- 
nized the place of the workers-the importance of their 
morale and their position as consumers-he announced a 
view rare indeed among Republican businessmen: “Business 
interests in this country realize that their first responsibility 
is to labor, and their second responsibility is to their stock- 
holders. If they take care of their responsibility to labor, 
then labor will take care of their responsibility to the stock- 
holders. It is labor which consumes the largest part of that 
which the business interests create.”57 

Capehart’s statements, although generally well received 
by the crowd, went considerably beyond his original business- 
man’s emphasis on optimism, individualism, and aggressive 
self interest. They reflected new concerns derived from his 
conversations with people such as Frank and Hamilton. 
Courageous and useful in their appeal to voters who worried 
that the GOP was a “do-nothing” party, Capehart’s remarks 
were sure to cause party dissent. One reporter commented 
upon Capehart’s “apparent heresy to Old Guard doctrine” 
which “obviously disconcerted leaders seated on the speakers’ 
platform, including chairman Hamilton and Representative 
Martin.”58 His concluding remarks reassured the assembled 

54 Moos, T h e  Republicans, 398; Interview with Capehart, April 25, 

55 Moos, T h e  Republicans, 400. 
5 8  Capehart, “Dealing with Relief Problem,” Capehart Manuscripts. 
37  Ibid. See also Plesur, “Republican Comeback,” 547; Johnson, 

Republican Party ,  19;  Thomas C. Cochran, The  Inner Revolution: 
Essays on the Social Sciences in History (New York, 1964), 160. 

58 Newspaper clipping dated August 28, 1938, Capehart Manuscripts. 

1972. 
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partisans of his loyalty by blending with the themes of the 
previous speakers. He identified Republicanism with Ameri- 
canism. Asserting that only employment in private industry 
was truly “American,” that “we are not yet a Communistic 
country, nor a Socialistic country, nor a Nazi country, nor a 
Fascist country,” he drew his final distinction. “We cannot 
live under two systems of government,” he said, “the Ameri- 
can system and the New Deal e ~ p e r i m e n t . ” ~ ~  

Capehart’s maiden political address, perhaps the most 
thoughtful of the day and an oratorical success, revealed cer- 
tain weaknesses. Like the unpublished Frank committee report 
it  confronted the perennial problem of modern industrial 
societies-how to provide both economic security and incen- 
tives to work and produce. But Capehart’s speech contained 
no proposals about how relief could be better administered 
and no specific program for obtaining the expansion of pri- 
vate enterprise necessary to eliminate unemployment and the 
need for public relief. Taking a position which he would in 
later years label “political realism,” he endorsed the best 
features both of the experiment he condemned and of the 
pre-Depression Republican policies under which the United 
States had achieved industrial leadership of the world. No 
more than had Landon did Capehart tell how a Republican 
political leadership would bring the economic recovery neces- 
sary to American capitalism, but like Landon and Hoover he 
expressed his eternal optimism that it could.6o Finally, his 
resort to partisan name calling, while perhaps politically use- 
ful, revealed an unfortunate willingness to join the party in 
its appeal to the blind emotions of the fearful rather than 
to the constructive proposals of the thoughtful. 

The immediate response was less to Capehart’s address, 
however, than to the fact that the Republican rally had taken 
place. No one could deny the national impact of the Capehart 
Cornfield Conference. It made front page news in the New 
York Times, the Chicago Tribune, and local newspapers from 
Pawhuska, Oklahoma, to Walla Walla, Washington, to Con- 
cord, North Carolina. Most papers reflected the sentiments 
of a New York Times editorial which suggested “a real ele- 
phant under the main tent after all, instead of the skeleton 
of a prehistorical animal that lost his hide with his shirt in 

59 Capehart, “Dealing with the Relief Problem,” ibid. 
60 Moos, The Republicans,  416; Interview with Capehart, April 25, 

1972. 
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1932.”61 The Newark Star Eagle believed that the Republican 
protest “shows signs of cohesion. A militant minority has 
spoken with a voice of confidence in its destiny.”62 Newspaper 
coverage was so intense that Charles Michelson, director of 
publicity for the Democratic National Committee, wrote a 
special article to play down the affair. Published in news- 
papers across the country, Michelson’s response asked if the 
five thousand chickens which Republicans consumed at the 
Capehart picnic had any relation to the two chickens in every 
pot promised by Hoover. He predicted that the Democrats 
could stop campaigning and still have a majority of eighty 
or ninety votes in the House of Representatives after the 
November election. The “utmost variation” in the Senate, 
he said, could not involve more than “a seat or 

It is impossible to know the effect of the Cornfield 
Conference upon the national election of 1938, but to Michel- 
son’s probable dismay the opponents of the New Deal made 
important gains in November. The election increased GOP 
representatives by eighty, from eighty-nine to 169, and 
the number of Republican senators by eight, from fifteen 
to twenty-three. Most of the defeated Democrats were 
liberal New Dealers from industrial sections of the East and 
Midwest. Some eighty other House Democrats were at  best 
unenthusiastic about the New Deal. Of the sixty-nine Demo- 
crats remaining in the Senate as many as thirty were now 
hostile to Roosevelt’s Forty-five of the eighty 
new Republican representatives were from the Midwest. 
Democratic National Chairman James A. Farley called it “the 
great turnover.”05 

In Indiana Capehart’s financial support and skills as an 
impressario gave an energetic boost to the Republican party. 
After the Cornfield Conference, he campaigned hard for the 
party. Hoosier Democrats recognized clearly the danger of 
a resurgent GOP. Meeting at  French Lick the day of the 
Capehart Cornfield Conference, they announced the end of 

61New York Times,  August 29, 1938. See also scrapbooks of the 

6 2  Newark (New Jersey) S t a r  Eagle,  September 7, 1938. 
63 Westchester County (New York) Weekly  Press, September 8, 

64 Patterson, Congressional Conservatism, 288-90. 
m Plesur, “Republican Comeback,” 543. See also ibid., 546 ; Patterson, 

Congressional Conservatism, 290; Martin, My First  F i f t y  Years ,  81-82; 
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their factional struggle and united behind the candidacy of 
Senator Van N ~ y s . ~ ~  In a campaign speaking tour for Willis 
and other Republican candidates, Capehart continued the 
drum beat sounded by his Cornfield Conference speech. He 
attacked government spending, cutting of production in time 
of scarcity, appeals to class hatred, relief without restored 
opportunity, and failure to increase farm prices.67 As the 
election neared, he and Willis repeated their message to al- 
most four thousand Indiana Republican precinct meetings 
simultaneously in a radio broadcast originating from the 
Capehart farm.68 

Despite Capehart’s efforts Willis narrowly lost to Van 
Nuys in the November election.e9 But Indiana Republicans 
won seven of twelve congressional races and elected their 
candidate for secretary of state. The state senate remained 
Democratic but house Republicans gained a slight majority. 
The total vote was second largest in Indiana history. Re- 
publicans carried every rural congressional district except 
one and 85 percent of the rural counties. In their report‘ 
to the national chairman state Democratic officials spoke of 
conservative farmers disillusioned with the crop control pro- 
gram, of the WPA make work programs which helped make 
farm labor scarce, and of the wages and hour law which 
hurt businessmen running small factories. The Democrats 
complained that government leniency toward sit down strikes, 
government spending programs which antagonized inde- 
pendent voters, and the so called Democratic purge gave the 
Republicans “effective ammunition” with conservative ele- 
ments. While they did not mention the Capehart Cornfield 
Conference, the Democrats prophetically concluded that “if 
the momentum gained by the Republicans . . . which the 
election more or less set in motion is not checked through 
co-operation by our party, Indiana indeed will be a doubtful 
state in 1940.”70 

Perhaps the most tangible result of the Cornfield Con- 
ference was to identify Capehart with Republicanism in In- 

66 Christian Science Monitor, August 27, 1938. 
67  Indianapolis Star, October 5, 1938; Interview with Capehart, 

April 25, 1972. For Capehart’s assistance to Willis in 1938 see Hornaday 
to Willis, July 8, 1938, Willis Papers; Washington Hemld, October 28, 
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68 New York Times, October 30, 1938. 
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diana and bring him to the national political arena. Democrat 
Michelson prophesied that the name of Homer Capehart 
would live “whenever politicians seek a rural refuge.”71 
Michelson might have been referring to Capehart’s talk when 
he went on to say that Republicans would either adopt some 
of the New Deal program or  continue in the uncomfortable 
position of backward looking naysayers.72 

Almost immediately people began that most fascinating 
of political games-guessing about Capehart’s ambitions. 
They would not believe he was simply “sick and tired of 
hearing people complain about the New Deal and do nothing 
about it.” Billboard reported that should Capehart “run as a 
candidate thousands of admiring coin machine men will be 
plugging for him to win.”73 The Kansas City Star concluded 
that Capehart wanted Hamilton’s position as Republican na- 
tional chairman. The Columbia City (Indiana) City Post 
guessed that he coveted the posts of either national com- 
mitteeman, candidate for the Senate, or candidate for gover- 
nor in 1940.74 Capehart may well have had political ambitions 
by this time, but if he did he left no trace of them in the 
record. He was flattered by the speculation about his per- 
sonal involvement in party activities. He was always happy 
when people noticed him and expressed their gratitude for 
his efforts. It meant that he had made progress toward his 
goal of strengthening the Republican opposition to the New 
Deal. But he probably knew that few political parties wel- 
come a new member into their midst and immediately offer 
him a nomination for political office. This is particularly 
true when the new member, as had Capehart in his Cornfield 
Conference address, alarmed some of the party leaders by 
proposing a new approach, one which adopted important 
parts of the opposition party’s liberal platform.75 

Capehart, nevertheless, continued to attract listeners 
with his candor, his speaking ability, and even his wit. When 
critical journalists pointed out that the coin machine nickels 
which had made him wealthy came from New Deal relief 
checks, he retorted jovially, “For a nickel in one of my 

71 Westchester County (New York) Weekly Press, September 8, 
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machines you hear a fine place of music. Put a billion in 
the New Deal machine and all you get is a note, maybe.”76 
Just a month after the Cornfield Conference, he made an- 
other major political speech at  the 1938 Constitution Day 
program in Indianapolis-a program which featured Colonel 
Robert R. McCormick as main Capehart elaborated 
the unorthodox, pragmatic, somewhat opportunistic mixture 
of business experience and midwestern patriotism that he had 
voiced in his Cornfield Conference speech. The United States, 
he said, is “the land of individual personal opportunity, 
where any man or woman, regardless of religion, color, na- 
tionality or environment a t  birth, may according to his or 
her abilities reach the top in any chosen field of endeavor.” 
The New Deal “would substitute for honest, private employ- 
ment, government ‘made’ work at a woefully small wage.” 
Government should be more “generous with the needy . . . 
guarantee relief to them . . . take them by the hand, both 
the old and the young, and pull them up,” but the truly 
American way was to give them private employment and a 
chance to use their initiative. “To kill private industry in 
America,” Capehart said, “is to kill us as a nation.”78 It was 
the strength of this simple conviction which made him decide 
to become active in Republican politics. 

Shortly afterward, Indianapolis newspapers began to 
speak of Capehart as “a man with money, a flare for politics” 
and an outstanding orator, a good Republican opponent for 
Senator Minton, or even a presidential po~s ib i l i ty .~~ Cape- 
hart certainly had endeared himself to the party’s rank and 
file.80 Newswriters began to identify him as “Homer E. 
Capehart, host of the Republican Cornfield Conference.” He 
had observed a principle which political scientist James 
MacGregor Burns has shown Franklin D. Roosevelt occasion- 

76 Evansville Courier, October 2, 1938. 
77 One scholar has noted of Robert R. McCormick, owner of the 

Chicago Tribune, that he used the newspaper “as his personal organ to  
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ally ignored (often to his own chagrin) : Capehart had put 
his party first.81 He had thrown a luncheon for the precinct 
committeemen, the too frequently unseen or ignored grass- 
roots spokesmen of American political parties. Capehart had 
entertained them, served them a free lunch, and told them 
how they could profit by exploiting the issue of nationwide 
unemployment. In a remarkably short time the phonograph 
maker from Fort Wayne and North Tonawanda had become 
an important name in Indiana politics. 

*I Interview with William E. Jenner, September 20, 1971, Indian- 
apolis. James M. Tucker, tape 1, Oral History Project (Indiana Univer- 
sity, Bloomington) ; Burns, Roosewelt, 380. 




