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    Rereading a book one wrote in his salad days is not exactly like remasticating a twenty-plus-year-old salad, but it is a strange experience nonetheless.




    One approaches the text with a measure of trepidation. Did I really say that? My, what an intemperate young man!




    Nah, not really. Like Edward Abbey, I have become more radical as I grow older, but radical in the sense of “cutting away the overgrowth and getting back to the roots,” as Allen Tate said.1 Having roots, being anchored to a place, makes one at once radical and reactionary.




    I wrote much of this book in the wake of the 1992 presidential election—the most interesting and significant of my lifetime, at least until 2016, and in neither case is a candidate surnamed Clinton or Bush at all germane to that significance. I will expatiate upon this in the epilogue—don't skip ahead!—and only say now that Donald Trump, in his crude and bombastic and sometimes-offensive but other times refreshingly provocative way, is a twenty-first-century amalgam of that earlier election's Pat Buchanan and Ross Perot, though without the former's intellectual acuity and the latter's Boy Scout patriotism. To continue the psephological parallel, Bernie Sanders is Jerry Brown, substituting Judaism for Jesuitism, and theoretical socialism reified in practical Vermont politics for disillusioned post–New Dealism delivered with New Age effervescence.




    America First! (where in hell that exclamation point came from I never did figure out) is a young writer's (late twenties, early thirties) attempt to construct his own pantheon after several years’ immersion in regional and local color novels, Beat poetry and punk rock, libertarian and populist political history, and a homecoming about which I later wrote in Dispatches from the Muckdog Gazette (2003). Oh, and also my experience as a legislative assistant to Senator Pat Moynihan (D–NY)—“a transformative game changer!” in contemporary Babbitt-speak—for which I am forever grateful and from which I emerged a more or less pacific anarchist.




    America First! is informed by a capacious and often-sentimental sympathy for “the people who lost,” as the epigraph from the Iowabred New Left historian William Appleman Williams suggests.2 Benjamin Schwarz, in the Atlantic, called America First! “as much a cultural polemic as a political one,” and he had a point.3 An efflorescence of North Dakota prose is ultimately more significant than any election could ever be.




    Much of my subsequent career, if we can dignify (or cheapen) my literary wobble through American history with that dreary planning-for-retirement word, consists of variations upon that Williamsian theme. I have written since a biography (Forgotten Founder, Drunken Prophet) of Luther Martin, the most voluble (and maybe valuable) of the Anti-Federalists, those prescient critics of the US Constitution as the blueprint of empire; a discursive history of conservative and Middle American foes of expansion and militarism and war (Ain't My America); a film about an Upstate New York farmer, an old Jefferson-Jackson Democrat, who objected to the War between the States and paid the dissenter's price (Copperhead); and numerous essays and book chapters on the Loco Focos and populists and agrarians and isolationists and anarchists and Main Street patriots—Dorothy Day, Wendell Berry, Gene McCarthy, Carolyn Chute, Norman Mailer, Grant Wood—in whose lives and work we find the heart and soul of an America worthy of our love…a country of the Kiwanis Club and runaway slaves, Johnny Cash and Crazy Horse, Walt Whitman and the Daughters of the American Revolution.





    Have I changed my mind about anything in the quarter century since I wrote this book? Of course; haven't you?




    But while I've modified—no, let's say refined—certain opinions or historical judgments, I disavow nothing.




    I've resisted the temptation to emend. I would rewrite some passages if I could, but I can't any more than I can time travel.




    Two items do beg for revision.




    First, I would no longer use the term “Americanist.” True American culture (as opposed to the factitious corporate egesta spewing from the TV and the Web) is the fruitful sum and blend of ten thousand local cultures. It exists only insofar as Butte and Binghamton hum their own (distinctive) tunes. (I've written about this at length in Dispatches from the Muckdog Gazette and Look Homeward, America.)




    Second, while I still believe that the failure to free the slaves by means other than a civil war that claimed 700,000 lives and put northern industrial capitalism into the driver's seat was the towering and tragic mistake of American history, I have developed a considerably higher opinion of certain 1850s Republicans and a correspondingly lower opinion of the generality of that decade's Democrats, most of whom were expansionists. And boy, did those chickens ever come home to roost.




    The final third of the book, in which the Old Right and the anti-FDR Progressives of the 1930s give way to the 1990s insurgencies of left, right, and radical middle, limns themes that have not faded. To the contrary, they have intensified in this latest electoral cycle, given voice by the raucous campaigns of Donald Trump and Senator Bernie Sanders. The question of the hour is whether Trump, in particular, is an anomaly or a harbinger. The entirety of the Republican and conservative establishment hopes desperately that he is the former, and that after his defeat in November (for which they burn offerings to Baal, Bill Kristol, and both new and classic Kochs) he will disappear as thoroughly as Comet Hale-Bopp. GOP status quo ante will be restored, and an endless succession of Bushes and Bush epigoni (if such a thing be possible!) will stand for election on a platform of more war, more surveillance, more immigration, more trade deals, and lower taxes on those who fund their campaigns.




    Then the New York Times, Yahoo! News, and our conformist clerisy will have the kind of opposition they prefer, which is to say no opposition at all. If, however, Trump and Sanders are foretokens—bellwethers of the Middle American populist revolt sketched in this book's final chapters, and adumbrated, in various ways, by the Perot, Buchanan, and Brown campaigns herein discussed—well, then the revolution's here. (That's a tip of the cap to Thunderclap Newman, not a call to violence: the American Empire, which over the last fifteen years has killed perhaps half a million Iraqis and Afghans and sacrificed almost ten thousand American soldiers and civilians to Moloch, has a monopoly on that.4)




    What else?




    Mr. M and Henry W. Clune, whom we meet in the introduction, are dead. So is my friend and foreword writer Gore Vidal, a great American patriot whose maxim “I hate the American empire, and I love the old Republic” remains lapidary wisdom.5 Gore, whose favorite politician was the populist-isolationist Huey Long, the Kingfish who was revered by the plain people and despised by the New York Times and all those who think only Approved Thoughts, would have loved the 2016 election.




    John McClaughry, whom we meet in chapter 10, never did figure out a way to market Jeffersonianism for the age of the Kardashians and Twitter, though his Vermont begat the most refreshingly radical political eruption of the early twenty-first century: the small-is-beautiful Second Vermont Republic, which advocates seceding from the colossus. I wrote about these Green Mountain patriots and other decentralist movements in Bye Bye, Miss American Empire (2010). McClaughry disparages them as feckless hippies.6 But then we love him for his curmudgeonliness.




    I offer no excuse for the desultory nature of the endnotes, except to say that I had conceived this as an essayistic exercise in literary, cultural, and political history à la Edmund Wilson's magisterial Patriotic Gore and then realized, too late, that I really ought to tack on a few citations. (The bibliography is much better.)




    The reader deserves to know my own biases. As I wrote in Look Homeward, America, “my politics are localist, decentralist, Jeffersonian. I am an American rebel, a Main Street bohemian, a rural Christian pacifist. I have strong libertarian and traditionalist conservative streaks.” I am for peace, the Bill of Rights, and the local. Voting behavior is an unreliable, if not downright poor, index of anything beyond momentary caprice, but I cast my ballot for Bernie Sanders in April 2016. I've no idea what I'll do in November. Over the years I have voted, in primary and general presidential elections, for Ralph Nader, Pat Buchanan, Ross Perot, Jesse Jackson, Ron Paul, Barack Obama, and Gary Johnson. The peace candidates.




    The single most consequential and dispiriting change in American political culture since this book's publication has been the virtual disappearance of a widespread commitment, even if only rhetorical, to freedom of speech.




    When I was a boy, we used what seemed a hackneyed phrase to justify contrary opinions or actions: “It's a free country.”




    No one says that anymore. Because it's not true.




    The uncompromising defenders of free, robust, even profane speech who made me a teenaged liberal—William O. Douglas, Lenny Bruce, Roger Baldwin, Allen Ginsberg—are heirless. The narrowing bounds of acceptable opinion are now patrolled not by FBI agents or scolding Mrs. Grundys but by nasty and humorless “social-justice” ideologues with the desiccated souls of concentration-camp guards. They are, to use a phrase that would set off enough trigger warnings to close Oberlin College for good, un-American.




    America, like the good gray poet of Camden, who counseled “Resist much, obey little,” contains multitudes, is self-contradictory, unruly, tolerant in a way that the hall monitors and tattletales of mandatory “tolerance” can never understand. It embraces the prickly; it listens to the cacophonous. It may hector and holler and heckle, but it will not shut you up. That's what Nazis and Trotskyites do. Alas, these censorious thugs have found in anti-social media their true métier.




    “America First,” as a tendency or allegiance, must stem from a love of one's own country, not the disparagement of others. If I love my own place, its history and cuisine and topography and music and even its foibles and its sins, then I must understand, and respect, others who love their own places. This is what I find most troubling about Trump: not his hyperbole, which is in the amusing tradition of American blowhard braggadocio, or his pugnacious refusal to bow to the false idols of political correctness, which is stirring and admirable, but his animadversions upon Mexico and its people. Raillery, yes; rivalry, okay; rancor—not for a patriot.




    The only thing that really matters is love. “There is no truth excepting it is from love,” as William Saroyan wrote in the novel that almost got him court-martialed.7 Hate and war are the modus operandi of the ruling class and its shills. But at the end of all our exploring, love wins. Doesn't it?
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    In the mindless babble that passes for political debate in the United States nothing means what it appears to mean, particularly those key words “liberal” and “conservative.” For political purposes the latter seems to have demonized the former. But has this really happened? Americans tend to be divided by race, religion, and class. The idea of a political idea is alien to our passionate folk and that is why Karl Marx and his admirers could never get through to so thoughtless a polity while neither Tom Paine nor Tom Jefferson made much impact. So-called liberals—always for some mysterious reason called “so-called” by conservatives; does this mean that conservatives want to be thought of as true liberals?—want to extend democracy as well as see to it that the Bill of Rights applies to everyone and that the Declaration of Independence, a truly radical liberal document, be heeded so that life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness can be made available to each American, even William Safire.




    I would have thought that all of this was fairly simple but now, thanks to television and to a myriad of religious and political demagogues, our average citizen is demonstrably the most ignorant in the First World, knuckles heavily calloused from too close a contact with the greensward as he lurches from error to error, all the while hating niggers and fags and uppity women and whatever else was put in his trough that week. Currently Americans are roughly divided between reactionaries and fascists (admittedly the latter involves a degree of thought and might be too difficult for TV-calloused brains). Officially, what passes for conservatism at this time is, at best, a liking for the status quo if the citizen has money and, at worst, a hatred of minorities if he doesn't—they are always the reason why he is income-challenged.




    For years Bill Kauffman, the sage of Batavia, has been trying to make sense of our political scene. He has labored long in the Augean stable and, though he is no Hercules, he has cleaned out an interesting corner or two. By studying our history—something that is not allowed in Academe, say, while the media is pastless—he has latched on to some interesting facts (as opposed to opinions) that turn completely inside out the tedious liberal versus conservative debate, or grunting contest. He has discovered that from Jefferson to the Party of the People at the end of the last century (members known, for short, as populists) the strain of liberalism was a powerful one in our affairs. Extending the democracy, the literal meaning of liberalism, was very much a populist ideal despite the racism and sexism endemic to the Southern and Southwestern poor farmers and other mechanicals who followed the likes of William Jennings Bryan. The conservatives of the Atlantic seaboard were status quo types, quite happy to own the banks that collected the interest on farm mortgages. The rise of Bryan terrified them. Revolution was at hand. They fought back and, as one wrote to another in 1898, “A small war might take the people's mind off our economic problems.”




    Kauffman is at his best when he illuminates that most insidious word “isolationism.” The people, in those days, were very much aware of their own true interests. They wanted access to cheap money. They wanted to be allowed to live their own lives without interference from government. They wanted no part of the foreign wars that the moneyed conservative Eastern class so much enjoyed and benefited from. The people knew that they were the ones who would do the dying while the friends of Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and the last half dozen Oval Ones (oddities to a man) made the money. The people at large took seriously George Washington's warning against foreign entanglements. Mind our own business which is business was his advice and so remains the centerpiece of the true liberal doctrine.




    With Franklin Roosevelt, the words “liberal” and “conservative” were reversed. Because, during the short-term New Deal, he had made some liberal reforms (Social Security), he was thought to be liberal, but at heart he was a traditional Eastern conservative, with a love of foreign wars inherited from his first employer, Woodrow Wilson, and from his cousin Theodore before that. The people, instinctively liberal in these matters, and their tribunes wanted no part of either the First or the Second World Wars. So the conservative media, generally Anglophile, painted the liberal majority of the country as racist dullards who would not take part in profitable foreign adventures for fear of being killed. The word “isolationist” became synonymous with Southern racism and rural backwardness. The conservative minority defeated the liberal majority, as we all know. Two deadly wars were fought. From the first we got, aside from the dead and wounded, fifteen years of the prohibition of alcohol, which turned the whole country lawless, as well as an all-out assault on the Bill of Rights that has continued, with occasional truces (the Warren Court), until this morning.




    From the Second War we got a permanently militarized economy which, to date, has given us four trillion dollars worth of debt and a worn-out infrastructure which can no longer be repaired unless the economy is demilitarized, something our conservative rulers don't want to do and the liberal majority doesn't know how to do. An essential part of the militarized economy is the enormously profitable “war” on drugs which must always be fought but never, ever won. There would be no problem, of course, if the prohibition of drugs were repealed, a liberal notion, of course.




    So we end up with all the key political words turned inside-out. Once that happens, as Confucius wisely noted, no state is governable since the people cannot understand their rulers and the rulers cannot understand themselves much less the people. Meanwhile, we must preserve the free world (actually un-free; we have elections but no politics) from—let's see, Kim II Sung's son and his atomic armada; and then there is Haiti where we must restore order and justice and freedom as we did when Franklin Roosevelt invaded the island (he was in the Navy Department at the time, and one of the bizarre lies that he liked to tell ever after was how he, personally, had written the excellent constitution of Haiti). Perhaps Gulf War II might be useful, to justify the military budget and the taxes that now go almost entirely for “Defense” (Social Security income and outgo are separate from the budget, a fact that is kept permanently secret from the taxpayers who are supposed to respond in a Pavlovian way to “wasteful people programs”).




    Let us hope that Kauffman's ideas start to penetrate and that the potential mind-our-own-business liberal majority will come to its senses and convert a military to a peacetime economy before we end up with a glamorous Brazilian economy and political system as well as, to be fair, a Brazilian-class soccer team.
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    I stood with Mr. M, my parents’ 94-year-old neighbor, in the garden he has cultivated since before the Flood. He cut some rhubarb stalks and remembered his twentieth birthday, Armistice Day 1918. He was not enthusiastic about the First World War.




    “That was one maybe we shoulda stayed out of,” I offered.




    “We shoulda stayed out of them all,” said Mr. M, a rock-ribbed Republican and Scots-American and Methodist, in roughly that order. Mr. M ran the YMCA for many years; befitting his position, he was a stalwart of the local GOP. A gymnasium and a Sunday School class are named for him.




    “I'm worried about this thing in Bosnia,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. (He'd been weeding for two hours under a springtime sun before I came along.) “We always get into these wars. None of our business. Why don't we just stay over here and let them take care of over there. Don't send ’em money, nothing.”




    Mr. M volunteered that he'd voted for George Bush in 1992 but regretted it; he was eager to vote for “this guy Perot” next time, when he will be ninety-seven, a year older than the century.




    The novelist Henry W. Clune, who, at 103, is Mr. M's senior, was similarly vexed by the war drums when I saw him the next day.




    “It's stupidity,” he said, sipping his martini. “I'm like Fred Allen: I'd resign from the human race if I could get my membership fee refunded. We're trying to police the world when we can't even police our own streets.”




    Henry is a Main Street Republican born during the administration of President Benjamin Harrison, whose only memorable utterance is a Clune-ish “we have no commission from God to police the world.” Henry cast his first vote for William Howard Taft in 1912. He became disaffected in the 1960s, when he denounced the Vietnam War as an “obscene enterprise” in his Gannett newspaper column. He was for normalcy in 1920 and America First in 1940 and peace in 1966. (Henry does remember, as an eight-year-old, pinning a “Remember the Maine” button to his chest. He was hawkish on the Spanish-American War, but we can forgive him this youthful indiscretion.)




    Henry is the remarkable incarnation of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) President Carl Oglesby's contention that “the Old Right and the New Left are morally and politically coordinate.”1 (Henry's one unpublished novel, Retreat, which he wrote in his late seventies, was sympathetic toward a Vietnamera draft-dodger.)




    The Republican party of Mr. M and Henry W. Clune no longer exists. Nor does the Democratic party of William Jennings Bryan and Huey Long and Senator Burton K. Wheeler. We are afflicted with belligerent intellectuals every bit as eager to entangle us in wars that Middle America does not want as the Schlesingers, the Achesons, and the Rusks were. But there is no Robert Marion La Follette, no William Edgar Borah, no Robert A. Taft to represent what Sinclair Lewis called the Mind Your Own Business party. And it is my contention that the dearth of America First leadership in the political arena is the consequence of the fading of what I call “Americanist” culture. Only by reviving this culture will the provincial and particularistic patriotism that was among our noblest tendencies flower once more.




    No, we haven't a Republican party to speak for Main Street. Nor have we a national Democrat in the anti-imperialist grain. We are blessed, however, with a remnant of extraordinary men—Mr. M and Henry W. Clune, for instance—who remember what America used to be, because they built it, they grew it, they wrote it, and for them, at least, it will never die.




    And for us?




    The American Republic is deader than “Fighting Bob” La Follette. But unlike the good senator, the Republic can be revivified. The most controversial political movement of our day seeks to do just that. This book is about America Firsters, past and present. It is about the world that Messrs. M and Clune knew. And one that we can still know.




    First, let's define these hobgoblin terms populism and isolationism. American populism in its various guises has been distinguished by three basic beliefs: (1) concentrated wealth and power are pernicious; widespread distribution is the proper condition; (2) war and militarism are ruinous to the republic and to the character (not to mention physical health) of the populace; and (3) ordinary people can be trusted to make their own decisions. This trio of values has been mangled beyond recognition in establishment historiography. Richard Hofstadter, the laureled historian who, in The Paranoid Style in American Politics, ascribed all dissent from the Cold War consensus to mental illness, sneeringly put it in his The Age of Reform (a 1955 Pulitzer Prize winner): “Populist thought often carries one into a world in which the simple virtues and unmitigated villainies of a rural melodrama have been projected on a national and even international scale.”2 The excrescences of populist thought include “such tendencies in American life as isolationism and the extreme nationalism that usually goes with it; hatred of Europe and Europeans; racial, religious, and nativist phobias; resentment of big business, trade-unionism, intellectuals, the Eastern seaboard and its culture.”3





    This is topsy-turvyism at its most tendentious: it was the populists, after all, who in both world wars opposed exporting bombs and bayonets to massacre “Europe and Europeans.” Above all, populism is the raw and honest voice of Middle America: it speaks for the Kansas farmer against the Wall Street financier, for the tattered hired hand against the cosmopolitan, for the hardscrabble against the money pit, for us against them. It has been slandered and mauled and buried more times than we can count. In its recurring forms it has never been tolerated in the way that fringe movements sometimes are, because there is nothing fringe about it: American populism is patriotic and incendiary. When John Lydon of the punk rock group the Sex Pistols snarled, “We mean it, man,” his remark encapsulated what makes populism so dangerous.




    Central to the populist faith was the maintenance of the isolationist foreign policy of the Founding Fathers. To a man they abjured war and imperialism and the fatiguing phantom of the white man's burden.




    “Isolationist” is meant to be an invidious word. Created to smear opponents of war, the term has been rejected by most of its purported exemplars. Nevertheless, the latest generation of “isolationists” is by and large comfortable with this quondam pejorative. I prefer the word to “noninterventionist” because it connotes a belief in American exceptionalism (though there are isolationists, for instance some doctrinaire libertarians, whose devotion to the “where liberty dwells, there is my country” principle precludes any attachment to this land beyond the theoretical).




    I shall use “isolationist” to indicate those Americans who believe that the defense policy of these United States ought to be just that—defense against direct or immediate threats to our territory. This means, in practice, an opposition to (1) imperialism (which is to say, we should not have acquired such spoils of the Spanish-American War as Puerto Rico or the Philippines); (2) wars or interventions on behalf of internationalist principles (such as World War I, which was to “make the world safe for democracy”) or at the behest of global political entities (e.g., U.S. participation in United Nations police actions in Somalia, Bosnia, and Lebanon); and (3) institutions or treaties that transfer U.S. sovereignty to international or multinational bodies (the League of Nations, the North American Free Trade Agreement, and possibly the United Nations).




    Isolationists have, in the main, opposed U.S. involvement in the Spanish-American War, the First and Second World Wars, the Korea and Vietnam conflicts, the Gulf War, and the various petty invasions (of the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Grenada, Haiti, and Panama) that have become a staple of twentieth-century American statecraft. Isolationists are a vigorous, contentious, spirited lot, averse to orthodoxy and witchhunts; there has never been a party line, and various personages have supported the odd war or treaty. In contemporary politics, I apply the term to such disparate figures as Ross Perot, Gore Vidal, and Patrick J. Buchanan, who among them have enough rifts and ruptures to cleave and sink the entire state of California.




    The classic expression of American isolationism was George Washington's farewell address of September 17, 1796, a statement partly ghosted by Alexander Hamilton. The president counseled, “The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is, in extending our commercial relations to have with them as little political connection as possible…. It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the world” (original italics). With foresight Washington saw that “excessive partiality for one foreign nation and excessive dislike of another” would lead to a disastrous situation wherein “real patriots who may resist the intrigues of the favorite are liable to become suspected and odious.”




    President Washington also warned against “overgrown military establishments which, under any form of government, are inauspicious to liberty.” A century and a half later these “military establishments” had evolved into the huge “military-industrial complex” against which President Eisenhower cautioned in his own farewell address. The current combined military and foreign assistance budget runs in excess of three hundred billion dollars a year, and we are committed to defending more than forty nations.




    The last stand of American isolationism—before its remarkable revival in the 1990s—was made by the America First Committee (AFC) in 1940–41.




    The AFC has received such uniformly bad press for half a century that today it exists, in the public mind, as a ragbag of foaming primitives and goose-stepping German-American beerhall bullies, sprinkled with a pinch of high-toned Mayflower descendants who barred Jews from country clubs.




    This is a victor's history, complete with demonization of the vanquished foe, and it is absurd. America First was born in September 1940 and died at Pearl Harbor. Dedicated to the proposition that “American democracy can be preserved only by keeping out of the European war,” the AFC attracted 850,000 card-carrying members and millions more sympathizers, mostly in the Midwest. Its rallies and newsletters amplified antiwar cries of all strains and accents, from Socialist Norman Thomas to progressive stalwarts Senator Gerald P. Nye and journalist John T. Flynn to the greatest American hero, aviator Charles Lindbergh. It was populist and patrician, Main Street and windswept prairie, Exeter and Sauk Centre. Financial backers included meatpacking mogul Jay C. Hormel and Sterling Morton of the salt company; e.e. cummings was a card-carrying member, as was Sinclair Lewis. Young America Firsters included John F. Kennedy and Sargent Shriver, as well as Gerald R. Ford, who, however, resigned when he feared that his activities might cost him his job as assistant football coach at Yale.




    America First agreed with the radical essayist Randolph Bourne, who had said, apropos of America's entry into World War I, that “war is the health of the state.” Traditional American liberties—the freedoms of speech, assembly, petition, association, and trade—were endangered by the culture and economy of militarism. Oswald Garrison Villard, columnist and former editor of the Nation, retired from that journal when in 1940 the magazine renounced its venerable near-pacifism and whooped it up for a war that Villard predicted “will inevitably end all social and political progress, lower still further the standard of living, enslave labor, and, if persisted in, impose a dictatorship and turn us into a totalitarian state.” The old liberal marveled “that a Hitler beyond seas could so have swept the greatest republic from its moorings.”4 (The Nation's editor, the noxious Stalinist Freda Kirchwey, countered that Villard's was “exactly the policy for America that Nazi propaganda in this country supports”—a neat example of the way in which the smear techniques used against isolationists in 1940 prefigured those used against peace activists barely a decade later. Senator Joseph McCarthy said nothing that hadn't already come from the mouth of Kirchwey or FDR's hatchet man Harold Ickes.)




    The America Firsters were in no wise pro-Hitler or even vaguely fascist. Indeed, the creed of most members—the nineteenth-century liberal standard of equal rights under law, limited and decentralized government, strict adherence to the Bill of Rights, and the maintenance of an army whose sole purpose was the protection of American soil—was the antithesis of fascism, with its emphasis on a planned economy, the transfer of power from the provinces to the capital, a huge government workforce, and bloodletting expansionist crusades. It was those elements that prosper under fascism which underwrote and oversaw the U.S. drive toward war. As Senator Robert Taft asserted on the eve of Pearl Harbor:




    The most conservative members of the party—the Wall Street bankers, the society group, nine-tenths of the plutocratic newspapers, and most of the party's financial contributors—are the ones who favor intervention in Europe…. The war party is made up of the business community of the cities, the newspaper and magazine writers, the radio and movie commentators, the Communists, and the university intelligentsia.5




    Ah, but we are lectured, America First can never expiate its original sin, that of anti-Semitism. The leading historian of the America First Committee, Wayne S. Cole, finds this defamation groundless. The AFC included a number of Jewish pacifists, radicals, and Middle American conservatives. (Sidney Hertzberg, the AFC's publicity director, was one of several Jews in prominent positions within the organization.) The committee refused any cooperation—indeed, any acknowledgment of common ground—with such pro-Nazi or Germanophile groups as the German-American Bund. Nevertheless, the charge rankled, and in the subsequent fifty years America First—the largest antiwar organization in our history—has been tainted largely because of one speech delivered by one man: Charles Lindbergh in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 11,1941. The aviator's theme was as follows:




    The three most important groups who have been pressing this country toward war are the British, the Jewish, and the Roosevelt Administration. Behind these groups, but of lesser importance, are a number of capitalists, anglophiles, and intellectuals….6




    The only member of this bellicose trio for whom Lindbergh offered sympathetic exculpation was American Jewry. In three paragraphs—what Cole calls “Lindbergh's only public reference to the Jews”—America First's reputation was forever sullied:




    It is not difficult to understand why Jewish people desire the overthrow of Nazi Germany. The persecution they suffered in Germany would be sufficient to make bitter enemies of any race. No person with a sense of the dignity of mankind can condone the persecution of the Jewish race in Germany. But no person of honesty and vision can look on their pro-war policy here today without seeing the dangers involved in such a policy, both for us and for them.




    Instead of agitating for war, the Jewish groups in this country should be opposing it in every possible way, for they will be among the first to feel its consequences. Tolerance is a virtue that depends upon peace and strength. History shows that it cannot survive war and devastation. A few far-sighted Jewish people realize this, and stand opposed to intervention. But the majority still do not. Their greatest danger to this country lies in their large ownership and influence in our motion pictures, our press, our radio, and our Government.




    I am not attacking either the Jewish or the British people. Both races, I admire. But I am saying that the leaders of both the British and the Jewish races, for reasons which are as understandable from their viewpoint as they are inadvisable from ours, for reasons which are not American, wish to involve us in the war. We cannot blame them for looking out for what they believe to be their own interests, but we also must look out for ours. We cannot allow the natural passions and prejudices of other peoples to lead our country to destruction.7




    Just how these remarks qualify as anti-Semitic rhetoric remains a mystery. One may strongly disagree with Lindbergh's argument but it contains nothing repellent or even incontestably untrue. I shall deal in chapter 3 with Lindbergh's (and Senator Nye's) assertion that “Jewish influence” was producing motion pictures frothing with warlust: I find the charge overstated and misguided—in fact, wrong—but it is certainly a defensible position. In any event, the blot of anti-Semitism will stain the reputations of several of the men discussed in this volume—often unfairly.




    It is strange that the antiwar movements of the 1960s to the 1990s pay no homage to America First, which was broader, more inclusive, and far more populist than the admirable but often one-note opposition to the Vietnam, Central American, and Gulf wars. Polls taken in the late fall of 1941 found the vast majority of Americans—as much as 80 percent—against our entering the European war as combatants, even though there was substantial support for the ignis fatuus of “aid short of war.”




    Then came that December day in Hawaii (whose annexation the populists and isolationists of the 1890s had bitterly opposed: how the fates play their little jokes). America First sentiment would endure at the grassroots level but would go unrepresented in national discourse for fifty years. To the horror of both political parties and seemingly every academic and journalist and talking head in our land, America First has returned. Where did it come from? Where is it going? Glad you asked.




    I am deeply grateful to Allan Carlson and Thomas Fleming of the Rockford Institute and Antony Sullivan of the Earhart Foundation for keeping the creditors—well, most of them—at bay while I wrote this book. Tom and Allan are the grand young men of the resurgent Old Right (or right-wing Newer Left?) and their thumbprints can be seen all over the more sensible parts of this book. My effusive thanks, too, to Gore Vidal for his counsel, his foreword, and his example.




    For help, encouragement, and suggestions at various times, I also thank Wayne S. Cole; Arthur A. Ekrich, Jr.; the late Murray N. Rothbard; Justus Doenecke; Leonard Liggio; Ralph Raico; Bill and Martha Treichler; Kate Dalton; Charles Augello; Henry W. and Peter H. Clune; Robert Koch; Paul Gordon and Jay Pascucci; Bill Bradford; Joseph Peden; Laura Main; Maria Andonian; Paul M. Buhle; Carl Oglesby; the late Phil Fixler; Jesse Walker; Greg Kaza; Thomas O. Melia; Karl Zinsmeister; Louis Mario Nanni; Father Ian Boyd; Kelly Ross; Mike Kauffman; Eric Marti; Andres Leetmaa; Lucy and Lindsay Aspergren; Marty Zupan; Bob Poole; Chaz Ruffino; George and Ann Gray; John Groom; Paula Meyer; Martin Wooster; Ted Carpenter; Jane Kauffman; Dorothy Coughlin; Barry Gifford; John Montgomery; Frank Annunziata; Mark Shephard; Lew Rockwell; the staffs of the Richmond Memorial, Genesee Community College, and University of Rochester libraries—and Lucine Kauffman, of course.
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    “The patriot never under any circumstances boasts of the largeness of his country, but always, and of necessity, boasts of the smallness of it.”




    —G. K. Chesterton, The Napoleon of Notting Hill (1904)




    Thomas Fleming, the editor of Chronicles—and perhaps the only man ever to listen reverently to both the Tennessee agrarian novelist Andrew Lytle and the avant-garde rock-and-roll band the Velvet Underground—has called the incipient Middle American revolt of the 1990s a battle of “Nebraska against New York.” This powerful populist metaphor has yet to be concretized: no two glamorous senators are closer than Omaha's Bob Kerrey and Pat Moynihan of New York's Hell's Kitchen (or, as the waggish ex-Mayor Ed Koch put it, “Hell's Condominium”); the prairie schooners of revolt in North Platte and Hastings are not leading war parties against Manhattan.




    Still, Fleming's trope is a brilliant one, for the roots of the present rebellion against the American Empire can be found in the midland states of a century ago. And no better guide exists than the self-proclaimed “son of the middle border,” Hamlin Garland, whose fury and scattershot lit the skies of an age in which Nebraska, in the person of the sweating “missionary isolationist” William Jennings Bryan, really did wage war against the New York of J. P. Morgan and Theodore Roosevelt and the dragon Wall Street.




    HANNIBAL HAMLIN GARLAND




    Hannibal Hamlin Garland, named for Lincoln's first vice president, was born in 1860 in Green's Coulee, Wisconsin, “a delightful place for boys.” His father, Richard, had been a Maine carpenter who spent a lifetime moving west, ever optimistic that the cornucopia lay over the next meadow. The Garlands moved to Minnesota, and then to Iowa, where Richard took a town job as buyer for the Grange, the farmers’ cooperative which acted as seedbed for the coming agrarian revolt. Hamlin went to school at the Cedar Valley Seminary, where he developed a wicked sinker ball. After a period of wanderlust and a teaching stint, Hamlin rejoined his family in the Dakota Territory, where Richard and his wife, Isabel, were struggling to be like novelist Ole Rölvaag's giants in the earth. Hamlin staked his own claim, with an eye toward turning a profit; but a winter spent “in a pine-board shanty on a Dakota plain with only buffalo bones for fuel” made him “eager to escape the terror and the loneliness of the treeless sod.”1 So with the brash and engaging heedlessness of his pioneer father, Hamlin set off for Boston to make his mark.




    “No Jason ever sought a Golden Fleece with less knowledge of the seas before him,” Garland later recalled. He was a brown-bearded rube in a “Prince Albert frock of purplish color”; Stephen Crane, whom he would befriend, said he looked “like a nice Jesus Christ.” Garland rented a room on Boylston Place, “a dismal blind alley” near the public library, which he haunted for ten hours a day, taking time out for the fifteen-cent lunch of bread and meat which sustained the penurious pilgrim. Discouraged that he was not permitted to check out books without an endorsement, Garland worked up the nerve to pay a visit to Edward Everett Hale, whom he remembered as a name on a card from the “Authors” game he had played as a boy on rainy days. Hale kindly assisted the rough-hewn mendicant, and Garland was on his way.




    “Outwardly seedy, hungry, pale and lonely, I inhabited palaces and spoke with kings,” Garland later recalled. He read with desperate avidity, mindful of the inexorable dwindling of his $140 stake. He read Herbert Spencer, Walt Whitman, and the economist Henry George. This unlikely triad nurtured in Garland a confluence of sentiments that made him a walking, talking, fire-snorting omnibus of American populism. He was a romantic individualist whose pulse raced with what Thomas Wolfe would call “the richness, fabulousness, exultancy and wonderful life of America.” Yet he saw clearly the bleakness and desolation of life on the pitiless frontier: “no beauty, no music, no art, no joy—just a dull and hopeless round of toil. What is it all worth?” Garland asked after a trip home in 1887. He was a staunch Jeffersonian, a believer in widespread distribution of private property, a decentralized and minimal state, and “individual liberty as opposed to the socialistic ideal.” Yet Garland parted company with the Sage of Monticello on one critical issue: while he detested paternalistic government he preached Henry George's doctrine of common land ownership.




    As a lecturer, a book reviewer, and then a short story writer, Hamlin Garland conquered literary Boston—at least its non-Brahmin precincts. William Dean Howells, dean of American letters, was taken with the nervy young outlander who interrupted him at dinner to expound his theory that “American literature, in order to be great, must be national, and in order to be national must deal with conditions peculiar to our own land and climate. Every sincere writer must write of the life he knows best and for which he cares most.”





    Garland found a patron in Benjamin O. Flower, publisher of the quirky monthly The Arena. Flower played Maecenas to a stable of bards, visionaries, and kooks. While one critic called him “an egregious fellow, ready and willing to swallow any proposed reform without the slightest preliminary examination,”2 Flower's enthusiasm and generosity fueled Garland's determination to play the unheard music: “I was feeling my way toward a delineation of life in Iowa and Dakota, a field in which I had no predecessor.”




    Joseph Kirkland, whose Zury: Meanest Man in Spring County (1887) was Illinois's best-known work of local color, encouraged Garland with all the hyperbolic rhetoric of friendship: “You are the first actual farmer in literature. Tolstoy is a make-believe. You are the real thing.”




    Garland was young and green enough to buy it. Benjamin Flower brought out Garland's first book, a collection of six stories titled Main-Travelled Roads (1891), whose tone was set in the dedication and epigraph. The book was for “my father and mother,” Garland wrote, “whose half-century pilgrimage on the main-travelled road of life has brought them only toil and deprivation.” (Isabel thanked her son for this curiously condescending inscription; the proud Richard said nothing.) The main-traveled road, claimed the author, was “long and wearyful, and has a dull little town at one end and a home of toil at the other.” The stories depict farmers and their wives beaten by the elements, dumb luck, and a rigged system into slack-jawed hebetude. Though Garland was later to sing, “Youth and love are able to transform a bleak prairie town into a poem, and to make of a barbed-wire lane a highway of romance,” the transmutative properties of love are absent here. Even a weary Union private coming home to his “beautiful valley” in Wisconsin “is looking down upon his own grave.” Fellow feeling and kindness, the currencies that were to circulate so freely in the Friendship Village stories of another Wisconsin writer, Zona Gale, rarely obtrude, though one farmer does allow, “When I see a man down, an’ things on top of ‘m, I jest like t’ kick ‘em off an’ help ‘m up. That's the kind of religion I got, an’ it's about the only kind.” (Deliverance, according to the story “Under the Lion's Paw,” was simple: adopt Georgist libertarianism!)




    William Dean Howells spoke of the book in glowing terms: “If any one is still at a loss to account for that uprising of farmers in the West which is the translation of the Peasant's War into modern and republican terms, let him read Main-Travelled Roads.” Angry, credentialed, and itching for a fight, the young radical took his place on the front lines of agrarian revolt.




    On The Arena's money, Garland spent 1891-92 riding the rails—some 30,000 miles worth, he estimated—“meeting all the leading advocates of revolt in the South and West.” The author claimed, “I'm going west to listen mainly,” but he wrote, too: in 1892 alone Garland published four books, three of them (Jason Edwards, A Member of the Third House, and A Spoil of Office) fervent propaganda novels on behalf of the People's, or Populist, party.




    In Hamlin Garland, the most prolific Populist novelist and an accomplished speechifier, too—he crisscrossed Iowa in 1891 and 1892 stumping for the party—we find a populism that is both ardent and thoughtful, measured and radical, sanguine and morose. Garland was committed to populism by both blood and intellect. The Grange, the agrarian cooperative for which his father worked briefly, served—together with the more militant Farmers’ Alliance—as kindling for the Populist brushfire. Richard was a county officer of the People's party in South Dakota; like most American fathers of writers he dismissed his son's vocation as sissified, though he wept with pride when at the Omaha People's party convention of 1892 Hamlin read “Under the Lion's Paw” to a thunderous ovation.




    The convention cheered madly for the platform preamble, which was drafted and delivered by silver-tongued Ignatius Donnelly, the ex-congressman from Minnesota:





    We meet in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, political and material ruin. Corruption dominates the ballot-box, the legislature, the Congress…. The people are demoralized…. The newspapers are largely subsidized or muzzled, public opinion silenced, business prostrated, our homes covered with mortgages, labor impoverished, and the land concentrating in the hands of the capitalists. The urban workmen are denied the right of organization for self-protection, imported pauperized labor beats down their wages, [and] a hireling standing army, unrecognized by our laws, is established to shoot them down…. The fruits of the toil of millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes for a few unprecedented in the history of mankind, and the possessors of these, in turn, despise the republic and endanger liberty. From the same prolific womb of governmental injustice we breed the two great classes—tramps and millionaires.3




    Solutions were plentiful, pullulating like mushrooms after a shower. While Populists generally shared a Jeffersonian bias toward the small producer, the family farmer, and the skilled workman, their remedies ranged from the free coinage of silver to widespread use of initiative and referendum to a Georgist land-tax to discourage speculation. (This final scheme was written into the platform by Garland and his ally, the great Kansas crusader Sockless Jerry Simpson.)




    Conforming to Richard Hofstadter's caricature, Garland's political novels do feature villains waxing mustaches as well as coquettish damsels virginal beyond belief. But though suffused with the didacticism of the evangelist—“my grandiose plan for a panoramic novel of agricultural unrest degenerated into a partisan plea for a stertorous People's Party,” Garland later admitted of A Spoil of Office—they teem with ideas, often pungently expressed.




    No soapbox is safe when Garland takes pen in hand. In a typical passage from A Spoil of Office his alter ego Radbourn, a Populist journalist, catechizes: “Every year the army of useless clerks increases; every year the numbers of useless buildings increases. The whole thing is appalling, and yet the people are getting apparently more helpless to reform it. Laws pile upon laws, when the real reform is to abolish laws. Wipe out grants and special privileges. We ought to be legislating toward equality of opportunity in the world…. ”(A venerable judge in the novel criticizes the Grangers for demanding “class legislation” rather than “equal rights for all, special privileges for none.”)




    Garland the saturnine plowboy was also an indignant moralist. In A Member of the Third House lobbyists are “a body of corrupt men who stand between the people and legislation.” Venality flourishes “in the fumes of whiskey and tobacco.” Garland remained a staunch prohibitionist right up to the repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment. This is difficult to square with his passion for individual liberty; William Jennings Bryan, himself a teetotaler, perhaps had it better when he defended the legal sale and consumption of alcohol on the grounds of personal freedom.




    In The Arena Garland explained the Populist creed: “We are individualists, mainly, let that be understood at the start. We stand unalterably opposed to the paternal idea in government. We believe in fewer laws and the juster interpretation thereof.” As president of the Boston Anti-Poverty League he strenuously opposed government ownership of railroads, arguing that “we are advancing along the line of absolute freedom, and it is not freedom to put into governmental hands…the running of trains.” Garland's antimonopolism carried him so far as to bemoan the absence of competition in mail delivery.




    “Free trade, free land, free men!” declared the pamphlets he often enclosed with his correspondence, to the irritation of such conservative friends as the novelist Mary E. Wilkins. (“Free love,” on the other hand, was never a hobbyhorse: although his novel Rose of Dutcher's Coolly was denounced by bluenoses for hinting that farmgirls know whence babies come, Garland was in reality a prude who could be made apoplectic by a single cinematic glimpse of Clara Bow's gams.)





    While some Populists urged socialist measures—usually nationalization of the railroads and utilities, industries that had battened on government subsidies and were now quite beyond the discipline of the market—most remained tenacious Jeffersonians. C. Vann Woodward has written of the populists of the 1890s:




    Individualistic and middle-class in tradition and aspiration, they accepted the basic capitalist system. [Georgia Populist Thomas] Watson summed up their objectives: “Keep the avenues of honor free. Close no entrance to the poorest, the weakest, the humblest. Say to ambition everywhere, ‘the field is clear, the contest fair; come, and win your share if you can!’ ”4




    Even Benjamin Flower, lover of the outré, communer with the dead, follower of barefoot prophets, declared Populism to be “a revolt of the millions against the assumption of paternal authority on the part of the general government, and the prostitution of this authority or power for the enriching of a favored few.”




    The old Populists, unlike their America First heirs, welcomed free trade; they held with John Taylor of Caroline, the farmertheorist of early nineteenth-century Virginia, that tariffs create “a capitalist interest, which instantly seizes upon the bounty taken by law from agriculture; and instead of doing any good to the actual workers in wood, metals, cotton or other substances, it helps to rear up an aristocratical order, at the expense of the workers in the earth.” The tariff is mother to the trust, went the shibboleth, and on this matter the children of Whitman and George and Herbert Spencer agreed.




    But not all populists urged the wholesale repeal of laws. Platform author Donnelly, lovingly known as the “Prince of Cranks,” had been a Minnesota congressman and indefatigable gadfly who mixed speculative books on Atlantis and Bacon's authorship of Shakespeare's plays with an almost frighteningly intense agrarian radicalism.* In his dystopian novel Caesar's Column (1890), Donnelly envisions an America of 1988 in which the government owns all the guns; “newspapers are simply the hired mouthpieces of power”; and a stunted, mongrelized workforce toils for multinational megacorporations until the peons commit suicide “by the pleasantest means possible” and their corpses are burned in the huge furnaces that rage all through the night. “We are a republic in name, free only in forms,” shouts one radical. Yet the author asserted, “We have but to expand the powers of government to solve the enigma of the world”: certainly a Garlandian libertarianism did not constitute the whole of agrarian populism.




    In Donnelly's novel—still a fast and exciting read, by the way, similar to Jack London's The Iron Heel—we see in stark outline the populist bogeys: overweening and meddlesome government determined to stamp out dissent; corporate media that are handmaidens to the state; large rootless financial interests that profit from war; the defenselessness of farmers, laborers, and small businessmen; and the alloying of the American population through immigration and annexation. Unfortunately, in Donnelly's nightmare “the aristocracy of the world is now almost altogether of Hebrew origin.” This suspicion about Jews as clannish and not entirely trustworthy Americans, though repudiated by many populists and subsequent generations of America Firsters, was to become an albatross around their necks. Time and again we will see populist isolationists calumnied as anti-Semites—a baseless charge, in most cases.




    When in 1898 the United States waged against Spain what John Hay called a “splendid little war,” U.S. imperialism stretched far across the seas. President McKinley's decision not to grant independence to the Philippine Islands, which we had acquired from the defeated Spanish, created an opposition that was at once populist and patrician, very much like the America First Committee of 1940-41. Anti-imperialists included William Jennings Bryan and Massachusetts Senator George Frisbee Hoar, Mark Twain and Henry Adams, Henry James and Hamlin Garland. (This last pairing is not as queer as it appears. James had praised Garland for his “saturation” in the life of his region; he dubbed the author “the soaked sponge of Wisconsin.”)




    “Everybody but myself seems to be thirsting for blood,” Garland fretted in April 1898. We had “stumbled and sinned in the dark,” the poet William Vaughn Moody memorably put it. Populist Tom Watson spoke for his party on the Spanish-American War:




    The privileged classes will profit by this war. It takes the attention of the people off economic issues, and perpetuates the unjust system they have put upon us. Politicians profit by this war. It buries issues they dare not meet. What do the people get out of this war? The fighting and the taxes. What are we going to get out of this war as a nation? Endless trouble, complications, expense. Republics cannot go into the conquering business and remain republics. Militarism leads to military domination, military despotism. Imperialism smooths the way for the emperor.5




    (In the First World War Watson's hatred of conscription, which he regarded as enslavement, was so fierce that this avowed racist defended, in the pages of the Jeffersonian, two Georgia Negroes who had resisted registration. Shortly thereafter the Jeffersonian, along with other native American radical antiwar publications, was barred from the U.S. mails by the Wilson administration.)




    Racial themes run through anti-imperialist literature. James T. Du Bois, in the poem “Expansion” (1900), has his narrator encounter a variety of exotics who, when asked where they're from, reply “Puerto Rico, U.S.A.,” “Santiago, U.S.A.,” “Manila, U.S.A.,” and so on. Exasperated, he huffs:




    “Hully gee,” says I, “I never heard o'




    These here cannibals before.




    Air these heathens yere all voters?




    Will we stan’ fur enny more?




    Nex’ you know you'll ask a feller




    Whur he's from, he'll up an’ say




    With a lordly kind o’ flourish,




    ‘All creation, U.S.A.’ ”6




    This belief in a pure America for Americans, unsullied by foreign strains or influences, was given stirring treatment in Garland's 1894 manifesto Crumbling Idols. Seven years earlier, he had asked of his native Midwest, “Why has this land no story-tellers like those who have made Massachusetts and New Hampshire illustrious?”




    The void was to be filled by what Garland termed “veritism,” or a politicized form of the local color school of fiction. The twelve essays in Crumbling Idols exhort hinterland Americans to ignore “Eastern comment” and old world decadence to create five, ten, one thousand regional literatures. “Each locality must produce its own literary record,” Garland insisted. Of his own case, he said:




    I am a Western man; my hopes and ambitions for the West arise from absolute knowledge of its possibilities. I want to see its prairies, its river banks and coules, its matchless skies, put upon canvas. I want to see its young writers writing better books, its young artists painting pictures that are true to the life they live and the life they know. I want to see the West supporting its own painters and musicians and novelists;…the Western writer must, above all other things, be true to himself and to his time. To imitate is fatal. Provincialism (that is to say, localism) is no ban to a national literature.7 (Original italics)




    “Be true to your own land,” is the counsel that recurs throughout Crumbling Idols; it is the cultural complement to the isolationist view that America must tend its own house, right its own wrongs, and serve as example to the world, not be master of it.




    “I assert it is the most natural thing in the world for a man to love his native land…the nearest-at-hand things are the dearest and sweetest after all.” Garland's was more than the sentimental patriotism of the exile; in any event, in 1893 he had removed to Chicago and bought his toil-weary parents a home in West Salem, Wisconsin, where the author was to summer in subsequent years. Garland's enlightened parochialism—his awareness that love, if it is to be enriching, must be directed rather than diffused—is essential to the Americanist worldview.
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