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n 1926, Father Charles Coughlin established The
IShrine of the Little Flower in Royal Oak, Michigan.
Over the course of the next four decades, Coughlin
built this small Catholic church into a large, ornate,
highly profitable and, to many, infamous mecca.
Coughlin began his radio career in the late 1920s
with a weekly broadcast known popularly as “The
Children’s Hour,” in which he told biblical stories to
children. While these early programs were merely the
tame sermons of a parish priest, they soon became
paranoid political tirades. The program became
known as “The Hour of Power,” and by the late thir-
ties it was the most controversial broadcast in
America. Coughlin used the program and the new
medium of radio to command an army of the disaf-
fected. By giving expression to their basest fears and
hatreds, he virtually created the “lunatic fringe,” a
new American phenomenon that inspired hate mobs to
go on violent rampages and encouraged self-styled
fascist organizations like the Christian Front and the
German-American Bund to plot the downfall of the
federal government and the disenfranchisement of
American Jews.

At the height of his fame in the 1930s, Charles
Coughlin was the first American demagogue to
achieve international fame and popularity on the
radio. He gave incendiary speeches in which he vili-
fied FDR, and professed a coded anti-Semitism that
blamed Jews for everything from the Depression to
American involvement in World War II. To fund his
various schemes, including a third-party bid for the
presidency in 1936, Coughlin accepted money from
and traded propaganda with the Nazis, and amassed
great wealth through shady business deals. Until he
was silenced by the Catholic Church in 1940,
Coughlin wielded tremendous political power and
changed forever the voice of America.

Based on more than twenty years of research,
(continued on back flap)

(continued from front flap)
including unprecedented access to FBI and Catholic
Church archives, Radio Priest is a definitive and time-
ly biography, including revelations of Coughlin’s ties
to the Nazis and to fascist leaders such as Mussolini
and the English aristocrat Oswald Mosley.

In April 1995, after home-grown American
extremists were arrested for bombing the federal
building in Oklahoma City, stories about obscure
radio personalities like Mark Koernke (Mark from
Michigan) began appearing in The New York Times,
asking if slogans like Koernke’s “I love my country. I
fear my government” could have incited such vio-
lence. But as Donald Warren argues in Radio Priest,
to understand the paranoid fringe fully, one must
understand its populist, deeply American roots.

As radio makes its “Mark,” and as populist fig-
ures like Pat Buchanan are redirecting American pol-
itics toward economic isolationism, xenophobia, and
the angry working class, the life and legacy of Charles
Coughlin are chilling reminders of the forgotten his-

tory we are condemned to repeat.

DoNALD WARREN is Professor of Sociology and
Anthropology at Oakland University and author of
The Radical Center: Middle Americans and the
Politics of Alienation. He lives in Ann Arbor,
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Preface

l SAW AND HEARD Father Coughlin in person only once. He had already
passed into obscurity at the time, following years of national notori-
ety. It was in 1958, at the New Year’s mass at his famous Shrine of the
Little Flower in Royal Oak, Michigan, where the priest had begun his ca-
reer in media more than thirty years earlier. Garbed in a rich purple vest-
ment, he moved his hands in sweeping gestures to augment the deep and
forceful intonation of his words. His homily prophesied for the year to
come: “Blood will run in the streets of Moscow before the new year is
out!” This was, of course, vintage Charles Coughlin. His prediction was
less than accurate, of course; nevertheless that voice, with its evocative
timbre and Shakespearian resonance, was riveting. I was hearing that
same galvanizing force that moved millions to follow him throughout a
career that is now largely forgotten.

For me, growing up in Detroit, Coughlin was a fascinating figure of
local lore: both loved and hated, he was clearly someone whose career
cannot be reduced to a single dimension. It may well be argued that the
conventional standards of biography should not be applied to media fig-
ures, for theirs is a life of fused private and public selves. In the case of
Charles Coughlin, to know the real man behind the microphone is cer-
tainly beyond the ken of the author. Here lies the particular dilemma of
this study: how to discern whether the subject is the mirror of his audi-
ence or its manipulator. And this remains the problem regardless of how
one feels about his message. Moreover, the temptation to obliterate this
duality—inner versus other-directed self—must be set aside. For as a
media personality Charles Coughlin was both the creator and the captive
of his enthusiastic public.



Introduction:
Vox Populi

lN THE WAKE OF the April 19, 1995, Oklahoma City bombing, the exis-
tence of a powerful hate movement—primed by paranoid fears of gov-
ernment control, fed and fostered by talk radio—was suddenly and
frighteningly catapulted to national consciousness. Underground groups
within a larger paramilitary network of organizations—the so-called Pa-
triotic Militias—offered a dark and deeply troubling view of American
life. Yet at least once before in our nation’s history, an organized domes-
tic terror group had been exposed in blazing headlines. Ironically, its
roots are in the same state: Michigan. The story of the earlier events un-
folded just two weeks after New Year’s Day in 1940: “18 Seized in Plot
to Overthrow U.S.,” declared the New York Times; the Detroit Free Press
front-page headline was, “Plot for U.S. Revolt and Assassinations of
Congressmen.”!

The eighteen men indicted on January 14, 1940, were members of
the Brooklyn unit of a national paramilitary organization known as the
Christian Front. Two years earlier, their inspirational leader, a Catholic
priest, had told his followers to form “neighborhood platoons” to protect
themselves against a powerful enemy force, composed largely of Jewish
communists, that was threatening the nation’s survival. The group’s plan
to embark on a campaign to bomb public buildings and to murder key
government officials, however, never came to fruition.

This book relates the story of hate radio, and its inventor, Charles Edward
Coughlin (pronounced “cawglin”). He was described as “silver tongued”
and “golden voiced” and referred to as both the “mad monk of Royal
Oak” and the “Radio Messiah.” For over a decade and a half, from 1926
to 1942, this Catholic priest, certainly one of America’s most persuasive
mass media orators, held significant political power. In his ascendancy he
commanded an army of the disaffected that numbered within its ranks el-
derly pensioners, farmers, rural and small-town merchants, and disillu-

1



2 RADIO PRIEST

sioned urban middle-class men and women of many religious denomina-
tions whose allegiance to the “Good Father” was most often expressed by
mailing in one- or two-dollar contributions to his radio program, “The
Golden Hour of the Shrine of the Little Flower,” broadcast from Royal
Oak, Michigan.

In the generation before charisma was a code word for leadership,
Father Coughlin exuded it. His vibrant, magnetic personality riveted the
attention of tens of millions across America and beyond. Glimpsed now
only in blurred snatches of depression-era newsreel footage, Coughlin
seems almost demonic. In angry tones of condemnation, he attacked
Franklin Roosevelt for being “anti-God.” His radio addresses were re-
plete with phrases describing American society as controlled by power-
ful “banksters,” “plutocrats,” “atheistic Marxists,” and “international [a
code word for Jewish] financiers,” all denounced in the body language of
his clenched fist or menacingly pointed finger. His image was that of the
right-wing extremist, a denizen of the lunatic fringe.

During the Great Depression of the 1930s radical-right conspiracy
theories appealed to many average, middle-class citizens. These victims
of economic catastrophe needed to blame someone—some group or
malevolent cabal—for destroying their chance to achieve the American
dream. Millions of bewildered and angry men and women turned to this
radio priest for solace and solutions. In his weekly newspaper, Social
Justice, and in his radio broadcasts, the priest became the voice of the
people against a political elite and against alien minorities whom they
thought were intent on betraying the nation. The thousands of letters that
poured into his Shrine of the Little Flower each week offered proof that
the radio priest was an authentic voice of the American majority.

Coughlin invented a new kind of preaching, one that depended on
modern technology: the microphone and transmitter. He ushered in a rev-
olution in American mass media by his dramatic ability to blend religion,
politics, and entertainment in a powerful brew whose impact is still being
felt decades after his demise as a public figure. Two significant media
phenomena, televangelism and political talk radio, stem back to him. In
both his broadcasts and his incendiary tabloid newspaper, Coughlin sus-
tained a national presence and created a citadel to his world fame. He fre-
quently delivered his broadcasts from a specially equipped office in his
church, with its startlingly modern 150-foot “Crucifixion Tower” and its
unique, octagon-shaped shrine, built during America’s worst depression.

” ¢



introduction 3

From this stage he sent thunderbolts of dramatic oratory across America
and onto the world stage.

In 1939, sociologists Alfred and Elizabeth Lee edited a detailed cri-
tique of Coughlin’s major radio addresses, The Fine Art of Propaganda.
Treated as a primer on “the chief devices used . .. in popular argument
and by professional propagandists,” the authors gave the radio priest
credit not for inventing them so much as perfecting their application.? He
had sold his political, economic, and even religious ideas by means of
modern merchandising techniques that rely on psychological identifica-
tion and subliminal advertising approaches that are now basic to Ameri-
can consumer culture. His weekly newspaper, Social Justice, had as its
most popular feature prize contests and quizzes, the latter usually based
on key themes he developed in his radio broadcasts. Thus, Charles
Coughlin understood the concept of and devised the means to create “in-
fotainment.”

Father Coughlin also became the first of America’s media-created
personalities to move from talk to direct political organization by creat-
ing a grassroots lobbying force composed of millions of loyal listeners,
the National Union for Social Justice (NUSJ), and then converting it into
a third political party. He thereby established a precedent for future reli-
gious figures who would build political movements based on media au-
diences: the Moral Majority, under the direction of Reverend Jerry
Falwell, and the 700 Club, whose creator, Reverend Pat Robertson,
launched a presidential bid.

In the 1930s, Coughlin rose to a position of prominence shared by no
other religious figure before him and few since. Among those who
claimed him as their confidant—but later disavowed his support—were
leading public figures such as Franklin Roosevelt and Joe Kennedy. Still
others paid homage to him even after he was shunted to the fringe of
American society, among them Clare Booth Luce, Douglas MacArthur,
Bing Crosby, and Eddie Rickenbacker. He drew to his political and mes-
sianic cause talented and dedicated individuals such as the world-
renowned architect Philip Johnson and literary lights such as Ezra Pound,
Hilaire Belloc, and Hugh Walpole. His desire to step onto the world stage
even brought him to the attention of Benito Mussolini, Adolf Hitler, and
Joseph Goebbels. He traveled in elite circles funded by members of the
Fisher family of General Motors, Henry Ford, and wealthy Wall Street
speculators.
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That ethnic, religious, or racial dissension and conflict might be bred
by users of the electronic pulpit and election platform was first noted by
the distinguished journalist and author Walter Lippmann in his classic
study, Public Opinion, published in 1922. Lippmann argued that modern
mass communication created “pseudo environments” that thwarted the
ability of the average citizen to make political judgments based on facts.
His solution was to rely on trained experts to help the public understand
the world around them. In 1927, philosopher John Dewey’s influential
volume The Public and Its Problems saw emerging electronic media as
serving to divide and atomize society, with a mass audience eventually
replacing any common purpose or genuine sense of community. The dis-
parate but cogent insights of both Lippmann and Dewey regarding the so-
cial impact of electronic mass communication serve as the critical base
for explaining the power of Charles Coughlin and all those who have be-
come his broadcast heirs: angry media personalities who practice an
electronic demagoguery by projecting qualities of populist sincerity and
trustworthiness while providing a forum for violence-provoking political
expressions.

By the 1960s, America’s airways began crackling with the aggres-
sive, and sometimes offensively acerbic, tones of radio talk show hosts
whose rapid-fire style has become a standard component of radio broad-
casting, first for local stations and eventually for the national networks.

The growth of political talk radio depended at first on the novelty of
the broadcasting. By the 1980s, this format emerged as an electronic
form of gladiatorial combat in which competition and rating wars drove
individual personalities and station managers to ever more daring meth-
ods for stimulating audience interest. Low in cost and technically simple
to direct, talk radio and television offers a forum for the alienated mem-
bers of society and, in fact, seems to treat the provocation of and parad-
ing of the lunatic fringe as a conventional element of programming.

There is little doubt that expressions of ethnic and racial bigotry fuel
the marketing value of political talk shows. The theatrical value of hosts
who air such views is high for local stations. The entertainment value of
bigotry became institutionalized by the late 1980s, with the result that
hatemongers no longer need to press to have their case presented but are
now being sought out to stimulate program ratings. Increasingly, talk ra-
dio hosts of prominence in major market areas compete as purveyors of
ethnic slurs. For example, in New York, a caller over station WABC once
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asked whether it was possible “that the lower intelligence of blacks, as
documented by William Shockley, is responsible for the complete lack of
morality in the blacks, especially toward children.”

T, disturbing event that brought public attention to the danger of
talk .~ .dia as a means of arousing vigilante violence was the 1984 mur-
der o Denver talk show host Alan Berg by a coterie of individuals who
we . members of an organization, The Order, with direct ties to the large

.co-Nazi Aryan Nations organization. Berg was liberal and Jewish. His
often taunting and abusive exchanges with callers were hallmarks of his
nightly program.

In his widely discussed 1986 Broadway play and subsequent 1988
film, Talk Radio, Eric Bogosian illuminated the drama and intense dy-
namic engendered by a character based on the murdered Berg. Inter-
viewed about his play, Bogosian explained, “If the callers don’t provide
the drama, the host will. He is a skilled professional, sculpting each show
from the raw material available. He adroitly cuts off callers as it suits
him, while egging on others, knowing just what the audience wants. He
is an actor as well, playing the part of a sincere, concerned, and some-
times angered observer.™

By the end of the 1980s, talk radio was undergoing an evolution that
paralleled the developments in Charles Coughlin’s career more than a
half-century earlier. Radio has offered a sounding board for political dis-
content and an outlet for individual psychological distress. According to
political scientist Murray Levin, it is *“a particularly sensitive barometer
of alienation because hosts promote controversy and urge their con-
stituents to reveal the petty and grand humiliations dealt [them] by the
state, big business, and authority.” This function of talk radio as a conduit
for populist protest both mirrors and shapes a mood of middle-class po-
litical disaffection. Even more disturbing is Levin’s suggestion that
“lurking behind the fears of the callers [to talk radio] . . . are dark patho-
logical areas that need only the prodding of a forceful individual to burst
into destructive flame.”

In fact, the formula for talk radio was perfected seven decades ago.
Within two years of going on the air from one Detroit station in 1926,
Charles Coughlin’s radio addresses were being carried on more than a
dozen others, with his sermons using tough, almost profane language to
address the enemies of the common people. In one broadcast in the early
1930s, Coughlin assailed both capitalism and communism as twin evils,



6 RADIO PRIEST

asserting, “Modern statecraft, modern finance, and modern industry
seem to have forgotten that a carcass of decayed meat cannot help but
breed maggots!”® During his bid for political power in the 1936 presi-
dential campaign, he described Franklin Roosevelt as a “liar,” words that
shocked his church but delighted his millions of followers.

From the start of his national fame, Charles Coughlin seemed driven
by a need to use his extraordinary gift for radio oratory to change Amer-
ica. Friends and enemies alike saw in him a candidate for high political
office, perhaps even the presidency itself (though as a naturalized citizen,
this was impossible). He did not run for public office, and ultimately he
failed to achieve the goals to which he had aspired in his adopted land.
Yet there was a moment when he had the power to rattle both major po-
litical parties. As a lightning rod of controversy, the priest seemed to en-
Joy playing the defender of principle in a world of compromise. He saw
himself entering the political arena not as a priest cum politician but as a
martyr sacrificed on the altar of religious principle. While preaching
moral absolutism in his role as religious tutor to millions of radio listen-
ers, he seldom practiced it in his personal life. His bishop described him
as “not balanced” and “out of control,” and it was these basic character
flaws that inexorably led to his undoing as a public figure.

To sum up Charles Coughlin as simply a charlatan and liar—or as
one journalistic critic called him, “the P. T. Barnum” of radio—is to ig-
nore how much the audience creates the media celebrity. It is not simply
the issue of pleasing and maintaining the loyalty of listeners or viewers
but of giving something of one’s self. And the sense of special intimacy
that the radio priest projected and understood—a lesson FDR came to
grasp and apply as well—was that the new electronic medium could al-
low the distant speaker to share daily life with the unseen audience. Mil-
lions listened to the radio priest out of a comfortable habit rather than
with a full ingestion of his often strident and vitriolic attacks against evil
conspirators.

Charles Coughlin’s emergence as a national media celebrity defined
a critical turning point in American public life and popular culture. He
was the first public figure to obliterate the distinction between politics,
religion, and mass media entertainment. No longer could the skills of the
theater be subordinated to the talents of the policymaker. Both increas-
ingly would be merged in the merchandising of ideas through the elec-
tronically projected sound in the ear and image on the screen. The radio
priest stood at the dawn of an age in which radio and later television
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could create media celebrities who could rival in their power those pub-
lic figures who held elective office or claimed a political following.

Keeping in mind the lessons of the meteoric rise and ignoble fall of
Charles Coughlin as a mass media icon, we now turn to a full examina-
tion of the life he led and the career he fashioned.



A Child of Circumstance

Once more I delve into the future, and with anxious heart I
wait, to see what wonders still are there in store for me; I be-
hold a parish church, with the pastor at the gate, and my
heart grows glad when I recognize Charlie of [St. Michael’s
College].

1911 high school class prophecy for Charles Coughlin

The American people are peculiar people. They’re guilty of
adulation. They make heroes out of sinners and they make
saints out of criminals sometimes. And any person who
gains prominence, as a football player or as an actor or as a
person in the public eye—they’re idolized. . . . I wasn’t a big
person. See, most people who gain all this type of promi-
nence I had are accidental. They’re children of circumstance.

Charles E. Coughlin, interview

HARLES EDWARD COUGHLIN, the only child of a staunchly religious

Catholic family, was of Irish ancestry and Canadian by birth. The
boy’s great-grandfather Patrick had come to America in the 1820s to
work among his fellow Irish immigrants in the construction of the Erie
Canal. Charles’s grandfather Daniel had apparently spent part of his
life as a lumberman in Canadian forests, then later moved to Buffalo,
New York, and eventually settled in Hamilton, Ontario.' Thomas Cough-
lin, Charles’s father, was born in Ladoga, Indiana, in 1862, the eldest
son in a family of fifteen. Beginning at age sixteen, he spent seven years
stoking coal on Great Lakes steamers, a job that nearly killed him

8



A Child of Circuumstance 9

when he contracted typhoid fever in 1885. There is more than a little con-
fusion about Tom’s occupational history after that. One early biography
of his famous son indicates he did find work in Hamilton, at twelve dol-
lars a week as foreman in a local bakery; a second version elevates his
status to that of manager. Late in his life, Charles Coughlin recalled his
father as having come to Canada as a steel salesman and later working as
a railroad land agent.?

It was Tom Coughlin’s role as sexton of St. Mary’s Cathedral in
Hamilton, Ontario, that provided the opportunity to court a woman ten
years his junior and to marry her in November 1890. One year later, on
October 25, 1891, Amelia gave birth to a seven-pound, blue-eyed boy.*?
While clearly working-class in their roots, Charles’s parents raised him
in a modest but comfortable middle-class setting. The house, a two-story
brick home, was virtually in the backyard of St. Mary’s Cathedral, so
close that “sitting at table, the [Coughlin] family could hear the sound of
the Cathedral organ.* In later years, Charles recalled the constant pres-
ence of nuns from nearby St. Mary’s coming and going between his
home and the church. With the tragic death of his younger sister, Agnes,
at the age of eighteen months, Charles became the center of attention for
a mother who had one clear ambition for her son: the priesthood.

In Charles Coughlin’s childhood there was something more than
mere doting overprotectiveness by his mother. It was obvious to many
that Amelia Coughlin not only wanted her son to become a priest; she
wanted to control the most mundane details of his life. At five years of
age, Charles was sent off to St. Mary’s school dressed in a white middy
blouse and a pleated blue skirt, his brown hair in long ringlets. At the boys’
entrance of the school, he was turned back by a priest who sent the child
home to ask his mother whether he was a girl or a boy. That night the ring-
lets were cut off, and the next morning he went to school wearing pants.*

In both his boyhood neighborhood and at his boarding school in
Toronto, Charles was known as an outgoing, rough-and-tumble lover of
sports and mischief. One story relates an incident that occurred when he
was ten years old. He and his friends encountered a particularly tall
house, and one of the older boys suggested seeing if anyone could throw
a stone over it. Everyone but young Coughlin had a try, and finally the
group accused Charles of being “yellow” for not even attempting the
feat. According to a boyhood friend, he then “calmly reached down,
picked up a stone, flinging it clear over the roof, as he’d known he could
do right from the start.”®
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When it came time for young Charles to enter high school, his par-
ents, at the urging of priests at St. Mary’s, enrolled him at St. Michael’s
prep school, attached to St. Michael’s College of the University of
Toronto. According to one biography, the trauma of being separated from
her twelve-year-old son left his mother “heartbroken.” Each week over
the next four years, his parents made the forty-mile drive to bring Charles
the cakes and pastries that his mother had baked for him. On one visit,
Amelia Coughlin also brought her son a valise containing several velvet
suits. The priest’s cousin recalled that “Charles couldn’t play with his
classmates because of the way he was dressed. And so the priest down
there wrote to her and told her to buy some boy’s clothing for him.”’

Charles entered the University of Toronto in 1907 and completed his
studies in 1911. His transcripts from the university reveal a far from im-
pressive overall academic record. Up to his final year in college, his per-
formance was mediocre: one A, seven B’s, and 17 C’s. When he
transferred within the university to St. Michael’s College in his senior
year, he did manage a straight-A record.?

Drama mixed with bluff would become a hallmark of Charles’s pub-
lic life. This fondness for gestures was evidenced by one incident that oc-
curred during his college days. In a theology class one afternoon, he was
assigned to deliver a twenty-minute talk without notes. Charles took
pains to let everyone know beforehand that he had not taken time to pre-
pare anything in writing. For nearly an hour and a half, he held forth on
the assigned topic; “there were a great many quotations in his talk, but
they were mostly from the Apocrypha which Coughlin knew the others
weren’t very familiar with. And although he ended with a text that con-
tradicted the whole point of what he’d been saying, they were so caught
up in the torrent of his rhetoric that only a couple of them realized it.”® A
classmate recalled the recitation: “He was letter perfect, and if he was
not, I was in no condition to find fault, nor was anyone else. We sat hyp-
notized.” With regard to the bluffing tactic, it was not clear whether the
teacher took note, “but if he did . . . he certainly gave no sign. Like the
rest of us, he appeared overcome by Charlie’s oratory.” The result “was a
signal triumph for Mister Charles Coughlin. Word was spread around of
‘Chuck’s agile mind,’ and how he ‘put it over.’'°

In his senior year Charles had toyed with pursuing a career in the law
or sociology, but after graduation, in 1911, he seemed to flounder, uncer-
tain what to pursue.!! The summer he graduated, he made a three-month
tour of the Continent using funds provided by a generous uncle.'? Upon
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his return home, Coughlin determined to begin studies for the priesthood
and entered St. Basil’s Seminary in Toronto. As a novice, Coughlin was
required to spend a full year in prayer and meditation. One biographer re-
ports that the seminary student was forced to interrupt his studies when
Amelia Coughlin fell gravely ill. As the mother lay in a coma, “her son
knelt in prayer at her bedside,” and she made a “miraculous” recovery.'?

Coughlin’s career as a priest was shaped by Catholic teachings of the
latter part of the nineteenth century that emphasized a new direction of
clerical activism in an industrial society. The Basilian Order, founded in
France early in the nineteenth century, however, emphasized the study of
medieval church doctrine, which opposed modern economic develop-
ments and the role of money, banking, and, particularly, usury. In the
Basilians’ view, the church had turned away from its roots of strongly
condemning the loaning of money with interest. According to the Basil-
ians, that condemnation had unaccountably eased. Restoring this prohi-
bition, Basilians hoped, would end the social ills of the contemporary
world. Taken from the teachings of St. Thomas Aquinas, the papal en-
cyclicals Summa Theologica and Rerum Novarum (On the Condition of
the Working Class), promulgated by Pope Leo XIII, reflected this same
critique of capitalism and nostalgic longing for the socially integrated
(organic) community.'4

On June 29, 1916, at the age of twenty-five, Charles Coughlin was
ordained a Catholic priest.'> He was promptly invited to join the teaching
faculty of a boys’ college located in Sandwich (now Windsor), Ontario,
just across the river from the burgeoning industrial center of Detroit. The
school, Assumption College, was administered by the Basilian fathers,
who took the traditional vows of chastity and obedience but not that of
poverty. Only two years later, under the 1918 code of Canon Law prom-
ulgated by Pope Benedict XV, the so-called sodalities (unattached reli-
gious communities of priests) were abolished. Priests could become
either full members of religious orders or members of a particular con-
gregation. Those who wished to remain members of the Basilian order
were instructed to choose which of the two communities they would join:
the order or the congregation. In effect, the newly ordained would have to
add the third vow of poverty to remain in the community. The alternative
was to resign from the order and become a diocesan priest. Charles
Coughlin was one of five who left the order. He joined the diocese of De-
troit. Ironically, the radio priest would build first a local and then a na-
tional following by claiming he was the champion of the poor.
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As a diocesan priest, Coughlin taught on the faculty of Assumption
College from 1916 to 1923. In these seven years he taught a variety of
subjects, including history, Greek, English literature, and drama. He fo-
cused much of his creative energy on drama, specifically the staging of
Shakespearean dramas, and it was here that he made his contacts and rep-
utation across the river, in Detroit. Coughlin befriended the family whose
generosity had provided Detroit with its new Bonistelle Theatre, and con-
sequently a number of Assumption College student productions were
presented there.

Coughlin’s flair for theatrical excellence caught the attention of a
church official of even higher rank than the dean of his college. For the
annual school play in 1921, the talented priest decided to stage Hamlet.
As a number of the players were boys from his community, Bishop
Michael Francis Fallon, bishop of London, Ontario, had been invited to
attend the event, which made a strong impression on Coughlin. After-
ward, Bishop Fallon told his priests, “I think I'm going to have to read-
just my estimate of Charlie Coughlin. I thought he was a bullshooter, a
windjammer. | have seen that play several times on the legitimate stage,
produced by professionals, and there were parts in it that Coughlin
caught that I never saw handled right before!”!® The bishop would not be
the last to revise his estimate of Charles Coughlin.

Yet despite his successes and the acclaim they brought to his school,
it was becoming clear to his peers and superiors that Charles Coughlin
was not a team player. Coughlin had special talents and extraordinary en-
ergy but also a disregard for the rules and a strong push to make an icon-
oclastic mark. Fellow faculty told the dean that students were spending
more time preparing for Coughlin’s plays than on their other studies:
“[Dean] Moylan very quietly would admonish him, ‘These other teach-
ers have a right to a fair shake on time. . . . You must remember you're
not a Shakespearean company, you’re at a small college!’ ™!’

Coughlin commuted to Detroit often while teaching at Assumption
and soon had gained a reputation as one of the most impressive religious
orators in the Detroit area. In addition to his teaching duties at Assump-
tion, Coughlin served as assistant pastor to two Detroit churches. He was
as well a sought-after luncheon speaker at Rotary and Lions clubs, and he
displayed a special talent at winning the interest, and eventually the fi-
nancial support, of local businessmen, merchants, and professionals. His
reputation rapidly extended beyond the Catholic community, to Protes-
tants and Jews as well. Coughlin gained the allegiance and financial sup-
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port of non-Catholics by projecting a zeal for his own church in a
uniquely contemporary fashion. He would pepper his sermons with col-
loquial and even near-profane language, couched in a speaking style
more akin to modern advertising, with simple and direct messages, than
conventional. Coughlin sounded more like a superconfident salesman
than a traditional preacher.

Eventually Coughlin left Assumption, to become a diocesan priest
across the river in Detroit. And in the words of a brother Basilian, it was
not a “happy finish.”'® His leave-taking was awkward, and it left more
than a taste of bitterness in the mouths of his former associates. Cough-
lin’s reputation for monopolizing his students’ time had already alienated
him from his fellow faculty members, and his personal exploitation of
them compounded the ill will. In 1923, his last year at the college, he had
used his own pupils to build a new house for himself. He did not pay
them, pointing out that this work would give them construction skills.
Even more galling to his colleagues than the financial benefit he derived
from this arrangement was his subsequent neglect of the home, which he
used infrequently, since he was on campus only to teach his classes. Fi-
nally, the growing fame he experienced in Detroit, visiting parishes for
talks and leading retreats and novenas, engendered more than a small
amount of jealousy among his colleagues at Assumption.

Yet there was more to the friction between Coughlin and his brother
Basilians. A former colleague decades afterward bluntly described the
problem: “Charlie was informing on his fellow priests.” The Basilian told
of an incident in which what appeared to be a casual conversation with a
colleague led to Coughlin’s asking: “Do you remember one time you
came to me to say that the priest in the flat with you was showing some
signs of being too friendly with the maid that did the rooms?”” When the
other priest realized what Coughlin was getting at, he said, “You must
have dreamt it! I never in my life would dare say a thing like that.” “What
he was trying to do was to smear the other guy’s name [and] this fella lied
like a trooper.” In another case, “Charlie was going around making
charges of homosexuality against L. [who] was from a wealthy family
and could have got the best lawyers. . . . Moylan [the rector] told him,
“You're doing just exactly what he wants you todo . . . the very fact that
he raised the issue, names a man, he smeared Assumption College.’ ”'?

In the spring of 1924, when Coughlin severed all ties with Assump-
tion College, construction bonds were floated for a giant bridge to span
the thriving commercial waterway that divides Canada from the United
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States. Nine-thousand two-hundred feet in depth, it was and remains the
longest international suspension bridge in the world. Officially opened
for traffic on Armistice Day 1929, three weeks after the crushing stock
market crash, the bridge served as a prophetic symbol of the path to pub-
lic fame along which a Canadian priest would swiftly travel in his
adopted land. Coughlin’s destiny was to become, in the words of Ruth
Mugglebee, “one of the small number of men of religion in the United
States who are as universally known as the stars of public life.”2°

One of Charles Coughlin’s first students at Assumption, in reaching
for a metaphor to assess the personality and remarkable career of his for-
mer teacher, alluded to Ivanhoe, the knight who had lost his direction:
*“You have to allow for the wind. Genius is always that way. They create
a wind. Coughlin was that way.”?'

Charles Coughlin recalled that he met Michael Gallagher, the aging
bishop of the Detroit diocese, when they both were train passengers re-
turning to Detroit from a small Michigan farming community, West
Branch, where the priest frequently conducted services and ministered
to that rural population. According to Coughlin, they became instant
friends. It was clear that the older bishop took a strong and fatherly lik-
ing to the brash Canadian, not only because of his soaring oratory but
also for his fund-raising abilities. Although Coughlin was never “private
secretary to the Bishop,” as he told one of his last biographers in 1973, he
nevertheless did become a kind of favorite son to the older cleric.

For his part, the resourceful Bishop Gallagher had something in
mind for the super-salesman drive of his young protégé. The bishop had
traveled to Europe, and his visit had included a stop at the shrine newly
dedicated to Saint Therese of Lisieux, the Little Flower, a blessed young
nun whose devotion to Christ earned her canonization as the youngest
Catholic saint in May 1925. Gallagher saw a divine purpose in naming a
church in her honor in the burgeoning community of Royal Oak, a few
miles north of Detroit. Served for a half century by only one Catholic
church, Royal Oak, with its several hundred new families drawn to the
area by the auto industry, seemed a perfect site.

Just after New Year’s Day 1926, Bishop Gallagher authorized Father
Coughlin to establish the Shrine of the Little Flower.?? Public notice was
served on April 12, 1926, in the local newspaper, the Royal Oak Tribune,
which heralded the event as more ambitious than the mere constructing
of a new church. Calling Coughlin *“an honors graduate of Toronto Uni-
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versity,” the front-page story told not only of the establishment of a new
parish but of the “founding of a national magazine, ‘The Shower of Roses,’
to deal particularly with the devotion to the Little Flower of Jesus and re-
lated subjects.” Announcing that Coughlin would edit the new publica-
tion, the priest was quoted as saying that “it will make its appeal to men
and women in all parts of the country who have shared in the devotion to
Ste. Therese.” He added, “The magazine plan has the approbation of
Bishop Gallagher, and other bishops have shown interest in the project.”

Funds were loaned to the priest for acquiring the land, and a brown-
shingled wooden church building was completed in May 1926. There is
some question as to the exact size of the diocesan loan with which
Coughlin was encumbered; the figure varied from $79,000 to $100,000
in the priest’s reminiscences.?* As with all of Coughlin’s career initia-
tives, this one was boldly sketched and theatrical to the core. With only a
modest parish of approximately two dozen or so families, the priest built
a church with a seating capacity of 600. The pews of the new church had
once been theater seats.?

Coughlin recalled the celebration of his first mass at the Shrine of the
Little Flower in June 1926:

At that time the Grand Truck freight trains thundered not more
than a hundred feet distant from the front of the church. . . . Sur-
rounding the church was an acre of mud. . . . Much to my cha-
grin. .. I discovered that there were less than twenty-eight
families who planned to attend the Shrine regularly. . . . It was
rather dreary to stand facing the small congregation and what ap-
peared to be an endless multitude of empty chairs.?®

While celebrating his own boldness—*I believe I possessed that pioneer-
ing spirit which was crowned with the determination of youth”—he
admitted to “a sprinkling of ignorant optimism” and also expressed per-
sonal anguish about the “‘middle-class families struggling to pay for their
own homes and to educate their children” and “found it impossible to
bear the financial burden which ruthlessly I had acquired [the diocesan
loan).”? In a 1970 interview, Coughlin offered a more specific assess-
ment: [ discovered [ had only twenty-eight families, thirteen of which
were mixed marriages. It wasn’t too bad when the husband was Catholic,
but when the wife was the Catholic, I couldn’t expect much money.?’
Although he had faith in his protégé’s promotional talents, Bishop
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Gallagher knew that repaying the diocesan loan would necessitate the use
of all the fund-raising creativity Charles Coughlin could muster. One
of Coughlin’s ideas was to ask his friend Wish Egan, a scout for the
Detroit Tigers, to invite ballplayers out to the Shrine. Egan not only
obliged “but arranged for Babe Ruth and a number of other members of
the New York Yankees to make an appearance.” Years later, Coughlin
recalled what this brainstorm had yielded: “As news spread, the streets
outside the church were mobbed.” Ruth was quoted by the priest as
quipping, “Listen, Father, you say Mass and do the preaching and leave
the collection to us.”?® Yet another innovative funding strategy Coughlin
created was the establishment of the League (later, the Radio League) of
the Little Flower, whose members contributed a “nominal sum each year
as a fee for the purpose of making the story of the Little Flower better
known among men."?’

The animosities that had plagued Coughlin’s ties to his Basilian
brothers now resurfaced among fellow priests in the Detroit diocese.
Coughlin’s brash style, the perception of the favoritism afforded him by
Bishop Gallagher, and his tendency to exploit others for his own ends all
caused tension. In one instance, while called in to a rural Michigan parish
that needed to raise funds by holding a fair, the priest was accused of
skimming off a large share of the proceeds for his own diocese rather
than for the local church.*® And according to his former student and
brother Basilian, Father James Dwyer, Coughlin earned a reputation as
an informant:

There was a priest with some sort of temptation toward boys. It’s
one of those things that turns up periodically. . . . Well, Charlie
and another young priest . . . they observed that H was having
these boys go to his room. Then the complaints came from the
parents, and so [Coughlin] just gathered his information and
went to Bishop Gallagher. Gallagher . . . announced a court trial.
And H knew he was caught. And he never appeared at the trial,
but by the fact that he was refusing to come to the trial, he was
condemned for this in absentia.’'

When the moment arrived for the formal dedication of the Shrine of
the Little Flower, Charles Coughlin was treated to a virtual boycott of the
event by his priestly peers:
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When they went to have the dinner, there was only Gallagher, his
secretary, Charlie, and his assistants. . . . Now, that did not mean
they approved of Father H, but what they did not approve of was
the way he [Coughlin] did it. That he suddenly became a spy in
their midst . . . he had gone from a Community [the Basilians] to
there [Detroit]. . . . The point was that he was still sort of a guest
in their house.??

What drove Coughlin? What explains his incessant striving? Mere finan-
cial hardship hardly explains a career of messianic dimensions. His per-
sonality was both compulsive and flawed. Indeed, his self-explanation is
highly revealing. Coughlin invented a fable of his motivations that be-
came the basis for an enduring myth recited in all biographies and writ-
ing, by critics and friends alike. It concerned opposition to bigotry and
especially the Ku Klux Klan. In a pamphlet he published in 1930, Sta-
tions of the Cross, Coughlin claimed to have encountered and opposed
anti-Catholic cross burnings early in his career:

Fiery crosses flashed their crimson light upon a peaceful starlit
night. . . . It occurred to me that surely no Christian would dare
to use the emblem of love and sacrifice and charity to express ha-
tred. Surely, there must be some mistake! The whole ghastly af-
fair—the red battalion of fiery crosses which blazed from the
Gulf of the Great Lakes and from Golden Gate to the Statue of
Liberty—must have been lighted not by the torch of faith but
rather by a brand snatched from the hell of ignorance. . . .

Then, out of a clear sky was born the idea of the Radio
League of the Little Flower. . . . Let the radio pulpit . . . with its
charity and tolerance be the logical answer to the prejudice and
bigotry of those who had been misinformed!*?

A Hollywood version of the priest’s life, pilot-filmed in 1933, de-
picted Coughlin’s being roused from his bed and summoned to the newly
constructed Shrine of the Little Flower. Close beside the small wooden
structure stood a fiery cross while a narrator described “the angry flames
not twenty yards distant from its walls.” In this melodramatic re-creation
of the alleged cross burning, Coughlin’s portrayer shouts: “Bigots! Big-
ots! I'll construct a church that will stand as a monument in defiance of



18 RADIO PRIEST

hatred!”* In his 1982 analysis of the careers of Charles Coughlin and
Huey Long, historian Alan Brinkley alludes to the tale of Coughlin’s de-
cision to answer the challenge posed by the Ku Klux Klan “when, only
two weeks after the completion [of his church] the Klan planted its flam-
ing cross on the front lawn, Coughlin rushed to the scene and helped beat
out the fire.”¥

Over several decades, Charles Coughlin described other encounters
with the Klan. In 1972, as part of an extensive interview, one of the few
he provided after the 1930s, the priest recounted,

Soon after we started building I learned that the Ku Klux Klan
was about to get a court injunction [because of a deed flaw] to
stop construction. Michigan had one of those odd laws to the ef-
fect that no injunction could be issued once the roof was on. It
was the start of a three-day holiday, so I rounded up a good
bunch of carpenters, and we worked around the clock, by torch-
light at night, and when the court opened Tuesday morning the
church was topped off.

In another incident Coughlin told author Sheldon Marcus in 1970 of
coming in contact with the Klan’s presence in his community by joining
a funeral procession passing by his shrine, and “he succeeded in winning
them to his side.”’

In fact, documentary evidence for Coughlin’s early opposition to
bigotry is lacking. Contemporary newspapers do not take note of any
Klan activity with regard to the Shrine of the Little Flower. In his classic
study of Klan membership and its Detroit area manifestations, historian
Kenneth Jackson records Klan meetings near Royal Oak and offers a de-
tailed review of its publications and a description of its activities in the
mainstream press. Had such confrontations of the kind alluded to by
Coughlin taken place, it is likely the Klan itself would have taken note of
it.3® Grant Howell, a veteran reporter for the Royal Oak Tribune, when
asked about the Klan incident, expressed great skepticism. He pointed
out that the community of Berkley, Michigan, adjacent to Royal Oak,
was a Klan stronghold with little history of anti-Catholicism: “for nearly
half a century there was already a Catholic church in the community of
Royal Oak, St. Mary’s.”*

During the time of the construction and opening of Coughlin’s
church—the spring and summer of 1926—the Royal Oak Tribune
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recorded no activities by the KKK. The paper did note incidents of fires
(including one at the Berkley fire station) as well as automobile acci-
dents, which were becoming a serious problem on Woodward Avenue,
the main street where Father Coughlin’s Shrine was located. On October
8, 1926, the Tribune reported the application of the Klan for a parade
permit. The next month it carried two front-page stories regarding the
KKK. In one, the prosecuting attorney of Oakland County was inves-
tigating the organization’s violation of a 1923 ordinance forbidding
marching with masks. The second briefly noted that “nearly 150 mem-
bers of the Ku Klux Klan in uniform and masks paraded through the vil-
lage of Berkley early Saturday night,” with a motorcycle police officer
leading the parade.

Bill Rasmussen, a retired Royal Qak police officer, told me in a tele-
phone interview in 1994 that, as a collector of Father Coughlin memora-
bilia, he possessed the cross that allegedly had been burned on the lawn
of the Shrine of the Little Flower in 1926. When I visited his home, he di-
rected me to the location of this cross, and I found attached to it a 1968
receipt for the purchase of the object from the “Troy Historical Exhibit.”
It was signed by a woman who had told Rasmussen that her mother “took
it home after it went out.” Wrapped in straw and newspaper, the cross
stood less than five feet high. It showed no signs of having been singed
by fire.4!

The episode of the burning cross underscores one of the most basic
rules of the successful bigot: to claim the credentials of the antibigot. The
public relations myth that grew up around the origin of Charles Cough-
lin’s media career went unchallenged. It was not simply that the priest
himself and his closest associates believed it but that those who wit-
nessed his soaring career equated success with virtue. This suspension of
disbelief would shield Coughlin from early attacks on his integrity and
buy him a longer time as a credible exponent for the underdog, since it
appeared that he himself had suffered their same fate.
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Inventing the Political
Soap Opera

When one thinks of the hundreds of miles travelled by Saint
Paul along the coastal cities of Greece, when one visualizes
historically the hundreds of converts which he drew to
Christ . . . he cannot but know the potential good which can
be accomplished by his successors who are making use of
God’s latest gift to man—the radio.

Detroit Free Press, January 17, 1927

COUGHLIN CULTIVATED THE IMAGE of a solitary fighter for justice in a
complacent world, yet his career depended on a cadre of intimates:
talented publicists and politicians, key financial backers and advisers,
and fellow priests who offered their devoted services. All shared a fear of
communism, and most enjoyed the common ethnic and religious bond of
Irish Catholicism. Each was, like Coughlin, obsessed with the political
and economic power of Jews. All came under the spell of Charles Cough-
lin and at the same time sought to use his charismatic gift for their own
purposes.

A number of those who hitched their wagons to the volatile priest ul-
timately suffered public attack and even ignominy. Several had their pro-
fessional lives destroyed by their association with Coughlin. As long as
the priest was a force in American society, they labored on his behalf and
gloried in being his intimate, even if they themselves frequently re-
mained outside the public limelight, but many turned away from Charles
Coughlin once he was relegated to the fringes of American politics.

Detroit in the 1920s was a boom town flourishing on automobiles
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and bootleg liquor smuggled across the Detroit River from Canada. Amid
this excitement, the exuberant promotional skills of Charles Coughlin,
while not applied to quite so tangible a product, nevertheless drew him
into the inner circles of the brash entrepreneurs who were transforming
America’s landscape and lifestyle. As a pioneer in broadcasting, the
priest offered a new product that was similarly altering the social milieu
of his adopted country.

It was at the posh and exclusive Detroit Athletic Club that Coughlin
was first introduced to those who became his intimate cadre, whom the
priest labeled the “evil four”: a flying ace, the owner of a radio station,
and two brothers, Fred and Lawrence Fisher, who were among the lead-
ing auto magnates of the era. (In the 1920s, the emblem “Body by
Fisher” on General Motors cars had become a mark of high-quality auto
construction and a symbol of prestige.)! For Coughlin, the fact that the
prestigious Fisher family became parishioners of the Shrine of the Little
Flower was a source of more than just pride. Paul Weber, a longtime
parish member and leading figure in the Catholic labor movement, re-
members an annual donation by Fred Fisher of $10,000 as a personal
Christmas gift to the Shrine’s founder. In the earliest years of his career,
recalls a GM engineer, Coughlin would receive the latest-model Fisher
Body-designed Cadillac sedan, adorned with a handcrafted and uniquely
designed silverplated hood ornament.?

The Fisher Brothers designed and built a magnificent marble-
decorated edifice that was soon nicknamed “The Golden Tower,” because
of its gleaming copper roof. Located directly across from the massive
neoclassical General Motors headquarters, the two impressive structures
formed a virtual new downtown—*"“The New Center” of the auto capital
of America. When the Fisher Building was completed, it became (and
has remained) the tallest skyscraper in the Motor City. Radio station
WIR, located on the Fisher Building’s top floor, expressed the new era
leadership the Fisher family offered in the growing auto industry.

A key investor in the new station, WJR, was World War I flying ace
Eddie Rickenbacker. Shortly after his military career ended, he had tried
his hand at automobile manufacturing and produced a car bearing his
own name. His subsequent business career included a long tenure as
president of Eastern Airlines. Throughout his lifetime, Rickenbacker
held to a far-right political philosophy that included a deep fear of the
New Deal and concern for the fate of the white race.?

But among the “evil four” it was George A. “Dick” Richards, owner
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of station WJR, who was the pivotal figure in launching Coughlin’s me-
dia career and sustaining it by serving as the priest’s chief financial
backer and confidant for many years. According to various published
accounts of how WIJR first carried the priest’s broadcasts, it was the
Catholic station manager, Leo Fitzpatrick, who spoke to his boss about
the idea. Although Richards was an Episcopalian, he decided, he told me,
that he would like “to hear Coughlin preach a sermon.” According to
Coughlin, “He came over to the church two or three Sundays and he kept
coming after that.™

Within four years of its founding in 1922, radio station WJR was on
the brink of failure; it was owned by Jewett Radio, whose sales of phono-
graph and radio equipment had dipped sharply. Leo Fitzpatrick, its man-
ager, steered it through this rocky passage largely with the advertising
provided by one sponsor: George A. Richards’s Buick dealership. By the
early 1920s, this dealership was one of the most lucrative outlets for GM
cars in the nation. Deeply impressed by the new selling tool for automo-
biles, the sponsor now became the station owner. “Dick™ Richards took
out an option to buy the failing radio outlet and turned it into one of the
most envied and commercially successful radio stations in the nation.

Richards was a ruddy-faced entrepreneur with an imperious style of
management. James A. Quello, who became station manager in the mid-
1930s (and decades later became chairman of the Federal Communica-
tions Commission), described Richards as a “promotional genius.” But
for those who worked closely with him, he was a tyrannical and terrify-
ing personality—*a cross between P. T. Barnum and Louis XIV”" An
anecdote that made the rounds of old hands at his Detroit station related
to Richards’s habit of making unannounced visits to his staff. On one oc-
casion when he dropped in at the music studio of his station on the
twenty-eighth floor of the Fisher Building, it happened that two of the re-
hearsing musicians had left their homburgs atop a piano. Richards, ob-
sessive about tidiness, had come to show new advertising clients around.
At the sight of the hats, “he pitched them out the window. And when the
sales manager asked, ‘What are you doing Mr. Richards?" he said, ‘Those
damn hats have no business on a baby grand!” "

Coughlin and Richards were both impulsively mischievous, and both
loved sports and horse racing. They were frequent visitors to the local
racetracks, where, to avoid being noticed, the priest wore civilian clothes.
When Coughlin appeared as a guest in the private box Richards held as
owner of the Detroit Lions professional football team, he and the priest,
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according to the station owner’s daughter, “were a bawdy and fun-loving
pair.” They both relished the shock value of spewing forth a stream of
locker-room-style expletives. The close friendship between the Catholic
priest and the Anglican business promoter was to last through more than
two decades of Coughlin’s controversial career. Richards himself later
became embroiled in the most protracted and complex FCC case of li-
censing regulation in the agency’s history; the station owner enforced a
policy of slanting news to fit his far-right and anti-Semitic views.%

In the late 1920s, WIR was the keystone in the broadcasting arch of
the fledgling CBS network. According to the longtime CBS executive
Frank Stanton, the Detroit station “was as strong and effective in terms of
physical performance as any station in the network™ and was “the center-
hold of our whole middle-western operation. . . . JR was a clear channel
and you could sit [and hear it] almost any place in the midwest.” This sta-
tus gave Richards, as the most important advertising client, “one helluva
hold on the attention and the affection of the people who ran CBS. . .. So
when he came in the front door and said, ‘I want something,’ everybody
saluted and said, ‘Yes, Mr. Richards’. . . . He could release a thunderbolt
from Detroit and it was felt on Madison Avenue.””

Coughlin’s spending a parish loan on launching a series of religious
broadcasts can be viewed as either foolish or a marvelous stroke of ge-
nius. Certainly the church needed funds badly, and radio broadcasts were
a creative means to extend far beyond its two dozen parish families. And
in short order, Coughlin’s finances would take an exponential leap as a
result of radio donations. Less than three years since Coughlin’s with-
drawal from the Basilian order, he had become the pastor of his own
church. Now he stood on the brink of a new career, one for which there
were no precedents and no rules of conduct.

At 2:00 p.M. Detroit time, October 17, 1926, less than four months af-
ter he began offering masses at the Shrine of the Little Flower, Charles
Coughlin made his first broadcast. Wearing vestments and a black biretta
on his head, he stood at the altar of his brown frame church structure built
with a loan of $79,000 or more and costing $101,000. The microphone
was suspended near his round, smiling face. He was one week shy of his
thirty-fifth birthday.

Commercial broadcasting in the United States was only six years old
when Coughlin’s “Golden Hour” programs began in the fall of 1926.
NBC, the first network, had been formed that very year. Charles Cough-
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lin was not the first priest to use the radio; beginning in the early 1920s,
the Paulist Fathers had been giving talks on religious subjects. Yet
Coughlin was the first to be aired regularly. His earliest broadcasts were
actually catechism classes directed at children; hence, the radio program
was first known as “The Children’s Hour.” In January 1927, Coughlin
took another pioneering step in religious broadcasting: he offered the first
Catholic religious services over the radio. As with every other step in his
career, it was marked with controversy: some thought it sacrilegious; oth-
ers found it crass. When queried by the press, Coughlin himself ex-
pressed the view that his innovation was a link with the spiritual roots of
his faith.®

The response to his program was impressive. An enormous amount
of mail poured in from twenty-three states. Word of mouth soon in-
creased the success of Coughlin’s radio broadcasts, as he invited listeners
to join his new “radio congregation,” soon christened *“The Radio League
of the Little Flower.”

Over the years, both friends and foes of Coughlin have credited him
with being a master of mass psychology. Later, when he was reviled as a
seditious traitor, Coughlin’s techniques of broadcasting were used to ex-
emplify the key elements of propaganda.® With the hindsight afforded by
an age of sophisticated market research, we can readily grasp the causes
of Father Coughlin’s media impact. There was, for example, a unique de-
sign and content to the priest’s radio talks—a formula that relied on the
social psychology of identification. In Coughlin’s words, the influence
process was called “translation”: “First I write in my own language, the
language of a cleric,” and then, “‘using metaphors the public can grasp,
toning the phrases down to the language of the man in the street. . . . Ra-
dio . . . must not be high hat. It must be human, intensely human. It must
be simple.”'” A prime example of the method was an event that riveted
the nation’s attention: the kidnapping of Charles Lindbergh’s infant in
1932.

Kidnapper, remember when you were a little boy. For a moment
remember your mother whose breast suckled you and whose
arms encircled you. . . . But there is another mother, too, Anne
Lindbergh!

Do you realize you have her first baby? Do you realize that
you are holding away from her arms flesh of her flesh, blood of
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her blood; that you are not injuring the baby half so much as you
are crushing her heart as in a great press, making her bleed the
wine of sorrow?!!

The priest’s official biographer and key adviser, Louis Ward (creator
of “Ward’s Automotive Reports”), a successful public relations practi-
tioner in Detroit’s auto industry, credited the radio priest with “knowing
the mind of the American public” and being “conscious of its limitations
and cognizant of his reactions. . . . His was the mastery of those hundreds
of keys and stops which, when touched, played either melody of hope or
a requiem of sorrow, upon that great organ, the human heart.”!2

Yet ultimately Coughlin’s oratorical technique was less important
than his remarkable voice. In 1935, writer Wallace Stegner called it “a
voice of such mellow richness, such manly, heart-warming confidential
intimacy, such emotional and ingratiating charm, that anyone tuning past
it almost automatically returned to hear it again. ... Warmed by the
touch of Irish brogue, it lingered over words and enriched their emotional
content. It was a voice made for promises.”'* Stegner elaborates on his
description of Coughlin’s voice:

A beautiful baritone . . . his range was spectacular. He always
began in a low rich pitch, speaking slowly, gradually increasing
in tempo and vehemence, then soaring into high and passionate
tones. . . . His diction was musical, the effect authoritative. . . .

His Irish ancestry betrayed itself in the way he trilled his r’s,
making the word “church” sound like “charrch.” He held his e’s
unduly long—as in “unpreeecedented.” Sometimes he mispro-
nounced words. . . . He made “the Treaty of Versailles” sound
like “the Treaty of Ver-sales.”!*

But there was far more than an intriguing voice capable of moving an
audience to deep emotional response. Behind the dimensions of the voice
lay a person who soon became known to his listeners through magazine
articles and newspaper profiles. In one instance, Boston Globe reporter
Ruth Mugglebee began with an interview on the women’s emancipation
movement and found herself writing a full-length, effusive biography of
the radio priest. Mugglebee traveled to Royal Oak early in 1933 in order
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to spend weeks in the company of the famous priest. “What listeners
could only imagine in their minds’ eye,” she wrote, “was confirmed by
the presence of the man himself.” As enthralled as many in Coughlin’s ra-
dio audience, Mugglebee described the priest as the country’s “most dar-
ing apostle of truth,” a man “of broad shoulders and broad mentality . . .
a man of scholarly intellect and death-defying conviction .. . a man of
deep humility, of captivating charm, of winning sincerity, of seething,
burning, boiling emotions for the right, of bitter snarling contempt for
the wrong.” The “momentum of a country’s applause pushed him on-
ward. . . . He asked for no glory,” she wrote, “though he was helpless to
refuse recognition.”!*

What occurred was a special reciprocity between speaker and lis-
tener. To an uncanny degree, Charles Coughlin constructed a personal
bond between himself and each listener. The result was the transcen-
dence of physical, social, and denominational distance: Coughlin had
built an electronic neighborhood. Reflecting on Coughlin’s broadcasts
from the perspective of half a century, network radio pioneer Frank Stan-
ton assessed the priest as the “greatest voice of the twentieth century,”
adding, “Coughlin was ahead of the industry and had a better grasp of
what the medium could do in the area of ideas than the industry did. The
industry . . . looked upon radio as an advertising medium and didn’t
make the connection between the use of the medium for selling mer-
chandise and the use of the medium for moving ideas.” Stanton recalled
that his family “listened avidly and contributed more to the Golden Hour
than to their local church.” He described the remarkably ecumenical ap-
peal of the Coughlin broadcasts:

We were in a neighborhood that was . . . probably anti-Catholic.
Very white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant. But no one that [ knew at
that period in Dayton . . . [brought] up the Church issue at all
with Coughlin. . . . He seemed to reach out and break that barrier
down. Radio broke it down. I think if people had seen him in his
habit . . . it might have turned some people off.

I knew a family quite well and their three children. The fa-
ther . . . he swore by Coughlin. What Coughlin said was “it.”
This was a family with limited reading exposure. Local papers
and maybe the Literary Digest. They were religious, Meth-
odists. . . . But what Coughlin said, by God, the old man of the
house, he swore by it.'®
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Membership in the Radio League of the Little Flower in 1930, at a
contribution of one dollar per person per broadcast, assured the enrollee
of “remembrance in the daily Mass offered at Calvary Hill Jerusalem.”
Deceased persons could also be enrolled (and would receive membership
cards at the address of their living relatives) for one dollar. A longtime
member of the shrine congregation recalled that “the dollars flooded in
and were carried in gunnysacks over to the bank.”!” In one day in the
early 1930s, Coughlin himself made a deposit to a local bank of over
$21,000 in one- and five-dollar bills.'®

In 1930, two out of five American families had a radio, and in the ur-
ban Northeast and the Midwest, where Charles Coughlin’s voice was
heard weekly, more than half had a receiver. The priest had discovered a
key principle of mass media influence: linking his individual audience
by means of personal networks of friends and neighbors who relayed
what was said in a broadcast, thus widening and intensifying the scope of
its impact. When Coughlin’s listeners gathered in small groups around
the radio set, they were preparing the way for being more than a passive
and atomized mass. They were forming a cohesive electronic commu-
nity.

The fame the radio priest enjoyed evolved more rapidly than that of
any political figure and matched most closely the adoration afforded the
stars of the silver screen. Coughlin excited and involved his followers,
shattering the indifference bred by a society that was growing large and
bureaucratic. He personalized politics and abstract ideas in a way that
reestablished a connection with, even a sense of control by, grassroots
America, both urban and rural, over the machinations of big business and
big government.

Like Walter Winchell a decade later, Coughlin broke down the barri-
ers between political opinion molding and celebrity. By fusing his talent
and training in the thespian arts with an entirely new medium of commu-
nication, Coughlin transformed radio broadcasting, and thereby public
discourse, in American society. From his time on, no one could ignore
the fact that this new medium required a technique that projected a sin-
cerity, warmth, and power based solely on the human voice. One of
Coughlin’s former associates summed up what the radio priest achieved:
“He had the power to use radio in a way that it had never been used be-
fore, which was to really sell a political viewpoint. Before he ever got
into the political sphere he had the children’s hour . . . this is the stuff |
remember as a kid. . . . And that’s how he built his audience. He just car-
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ried those people along . . . and gradually swung them over to his . . . po-
litical viewpoint.”"

In later decades, radio would give rise to evangelical preachers, and
television would expand their base. Coughlin is their founding father.
The phenomenon, too, of talk radio—with its politically oriented hosts—
must also trace its existence to the radio priest. Coughlin did not have an
individual call-in line, but he lacked little else that they would have.

In Coughlin’s broadcasts, politics and religion began to meld. Slowly
at first, then dramatically, he focused on current political issues. Virtually
everyone who has ever written about the radio priest alludes to this shift.
Louis Ward described the political focus as a rather self-conscious and
automatic progression: “‘His ultimate end ... the salvation of human
souls. But it is clear his proximate object was . . . the renaissance of dis-
tributive justice. . .. That a counter-revolution must be organized was
plain and evident to this historic-minded Priest of the radio.”®

Ruth Mugglebee described Coughlin’s target thus: “Insidious forces
were in a malignant stage. Their cancerous seizure was just poisonously
beginning to permeate a nation’s body.”?! But this is too general a state-
ment of Coughlin’s enemy. In his earliest radio broadcasts, the priest had
spoken on such controversial subjects as birth control and prohibition.
These were just the opening salvo in a war against modernism and radi-
calism. Coughlin’s restless energy called for using iconoclastic means to
defend tradition. What was to be the immediate target of the assault?

Early in 1928, Coughlin delivered a series of sermons that directly
and personally attacked Norman Thomas, Socialist party candidate for
president. In a poetically phrased yet biting fashion, Coughlin launched
his radio war: “This sentimentalist can daub the canvas of romance with
the tears of his lamentations, but it is a truism that in our scheme of things
we cannot get along without capitalists. Only the soft-brained radical . . .
attempts to have the laboring man declare a war of sabotage against the
millionaire.”%?

Thomas wasted no time in striking back. In these early years of radio,
there was no equal time doctrine that could be invoked, so the socialist
leader wrote to the Michigan senator, James Couzens, who sat on the
Federal Radio Commission, accusing Coughlin of “serious misrepresen-
tation of the nature of socialism and the Socialist Party and hopeless con-
fusion of it with Communism.”** In response, WJR announced some
restrictions on future broadcasts by the radio priest, specifically requiring
him to avoid any direct mention of the Socialist party “‘that would give
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rise to controversy.” Mugglebee recognized the broader importance of
what had occurred: “It was the first time that Father Coughlin’s veracity
and accuracy of facts and statements made over the air had been chal-
lenged.” But the incident was also significant for revealing how readily
Coughlin could be placed in the role of victimized and martyred voice of
truth.

Time and again over the next decade the radio priest would give his
audience suspense and excitement, using the behind-the-scenes exposé
format of the gossip columnist. He had brought scoop journalism to the
radio, a technique employed later by Winchell. With a mixture of biting
political attack, soothing organ music, and spiritual discourse, Coughlin
“tried each season to give his audience something new, something that
would *hold’ them, yet enlighten them.”> Anticipation, week after week,
was the secret of his success.

One of President Herbert Hoover’s first official acts in the spring of 1929
was to ask leading social scientists to examine the state of the economy.
The economists proclaimed it to be sound and wrote in their 950-page
report, “Acceleration rather than structural change is the key to an un-
derstanding of our recent economic trends . . . prudence on the part of
management . . . skill on the part of bankers . .. our momentum is re-
markable.” Written in April 1929, the report was not published until after
the October crash.?

According to the widely read columnist and political analyst Walter
Lippmann, the 1929 stock market debacle was the beginning of an epoch
of social disintegration: “A demoralized people is one in which the indi-
vidual has become isolated. He trusts nobody and nothing, not even him-
self. He believes nothing, except the worst of everybody and everything.
He sees only confusion in himself and conspiracies in other men.”%’

Such was the social climate in which Charles Coughlin emerged as a
grassroots leader: spokesman for those who had grown distrustful of the
establishment’s explanations of the overwhelming economic disaster.
Even those unaccustomed to relying on the authoritative words of a
priest—Protestants and Jews—found themselves turning to Father
Coughlin. He was creating an ecumenism of discontent. In their search
for a restored confidence in the American dream, Americans of all reli-
gions were responding to a person who seemed to embody its essence.
Coughlin was showing that America was still a place where a lone entre-
preneur could make it, and if the priest was expressing anger over the
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current economic debacle, he was speaking on behalf of all Americans
who had suffered its severe consequences.

Yet despite his enormous success, Coughlin had not overcome a
sense of frustration and a lack of clear focus to his fame. As his closet as-
sociates sensed, and his early biographers documented, he needed to find
a cause célebre to galvanize the public and fulfill the great and divine
purpose to which he aspired. He identified it shortly after New Year's
Day 1930: he would become the champion of Christ against commu-
nism, the “red serpent.” It began with a seemingly innocuous news story
regarding Soviet Russia. On January 12, 1930, the radio priest delivered
a Sunday sermon, “Christ or the Red Serpent,” recounting “the news
from Russia” that “by government decree the mistletoe and holly of
Christmas have been abolished.” He warned that the United States was
being corrupted from within by this same “purple poison of Bolshevism,”
which was undermining, even destroying, family life:

There are in America this afternoon approximately 2,000,000
men and women, who, during the last ten years, have scorned the
basic family and national doctrine of Jesus Christ. These have
sought divorces with the right to remarry despite the sanctity of
the contract by which they joined hands and hearts for better or
for worse. There are the two million whose happy dreams of
youthful romance have been dissipated. . . .

Because of their own poor judgment and their lack of fore-
sight they have joined the rabble in this modern Pilate’s Hall as
they shout: “Give us Barabbas—Crucify Christ.” Give us the po-
litical economy of Lust, of Russia, of Bolshevism, of Christless-
ness.?

The structure of the address was a prototype of what was to be a
decade of radio lectures providing a dramatic link between world politi-
cal events and their immediate impact on individual lives. Its ingredients
included a dazzling array of statistics and startling revelations, over-
whelming by their sheer force. The address drew a powerful response
from listeners, and the priest received a large volume of positive mail.?

One week later, on January 19, 1930, Coughlin again focused on the
red menace: “America is seriously tainted with the purple poison of
Bolshevism. Between it and the Catholic church there is war unto
death. . . . International socialism not only strives to break down the per-
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manency of the American family; it aims at the Nation itself.” In this ad-
dress he employed another favorite technique of his: repeating a previous
address followed by a discussion of reactions by his listeners. Quoting a
letter from a person identified with the initials O.W.C., Coughlin alluded
to that letter’s “Communistic-minded” contents, which had criticized the
priest’s talk as “theological rather than scientific.” Coughlin mockingly
noted, “I am glad that I received your letter and the hundreds of others in
protest from Communists and free lovers,” and he proclaimed in his cli-
max: “Christian parents—American parents . . . Choose today! It is ei-
ther Christ or the Red Fog of Communism. It is either the marriage feast
of Cana or the brothel of Lenin!” This second address was greeted with
even more mail than the first, including a large number of letters from
“priests, from Catholic laymen, from patriotic Americans, and from in-
dustrialists and financiers condemning him for fighting imaginary wind-
mills.” %0

Another key element was added to the next week’s broadcast, on Jan-
uary 26, foreshadowing Senator Joseph McCarthy by two decades—the
naming of names:

The honorable Bertrand Russell . .. obtruded himself before
thousands of students in America, openly taught complete sexual
freedom and all its indulgences without marriage. . . . In 1926, at
“The Play House” in Washington there appeared Scott Nearing,
formerly a teacher of economics at the University of Pennsylva-
nia. He spoke to a packed house on the stability of the Russian
Soviet Government. His audience, at 50 cents a head, applauded
his every word. . . . This took place within a stone’s throw of the
Capitol."!

As the depression deepened, Coughlin argued, so would the potential
for a communist-inspired social revolution in America, with the funding
coming directly from Moscow to the head of the American Communist
party, William Z. Foster: “He received $1,250,000 to spend in America
for the purpose of stirring up discontent in our industrial centers. The first
disturbance occurred . . . at Pontiac, Michigan, not 20 miles distant from
the shrine where I am speaking.”*?

In 1930, there were many in the nation concerned about the danger
of the extreme left’s seizing a moment of near chaos in America and
taking power. A number of them were to be found in Washington. Within
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a few weeks of his sermons warning about the twin dangers of socialism
and communism, Coughlin was offering testimony to a committee of the
House of Representatives. Officially entitled the Special Committee to
Investigate Communist Activities in the United States, it was commonly
referred to as the Fish Committee, in honor of its chairman, Hamilton
Fish, Jr., a New York congressman who had served in World War I and
had become one of the key members of Congress to sound the alarm re-
garding communist subversion.

Hamilton Fish’s committee was the forerunner of the House Un-
American Activities Committee, which operated from the mid-1930s un-
til the late 1950s. In these later reincarnations, it would rivet public
attention on both communist and Nazi domestic infiltration but concen-
trated on the danger from the extreme left. Under chairman Fish, the Spe-
cial Committee to Investigate Communist Activities in the United States
convened a series of hearings in the spring of 1930 focused on the causes
for labor unrest around the nation, particularly its urban centers. Wit-
nesses were called to testify regarding the organization of the Communist
Party in the United States and other groups deemed to be promoting
“Communist propaganda.”

On a searingly hot day in July 1930, Father Coughlin served as the
star witness for the Fish Committee when it held hearings in Detroit. Af-
ter explaining that the philosophical roots of bolshevism derived from
“the Hebrew, Karl Marx,” the radio priest was cross-examined by mem-
bers of Congress.

QUESTIONER: Have you had occasion to come into contact with some
communistic activities?

Fr. COUGHLIN: Yes, sir, to this extent: | have a chain of broadcasting
stations, and I have received 300,000 letters from my work in
this field.

QUESTIONER: Isn’t it that the communists seek to socialize by direct
force?

FR. CouGHLIN: I will give you a little information. . . . Any Ameri-
can who professes to have dabbled into this subject of socialism
has heard of the name of Adam Weishaupt. . . . The German pro-
fessor in the year 1776 organized his sympathetic associates into
the “Order of the Illuminati.” . . . Said he, “Destroy Christianity
and civilization will be happy.” Such is the though[t] of the Old
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Testament, if I may call it such, of socialism. Such is the religion
of its author.

QUESTIONER: And do you think there is any danger of the commu-
nists making great strides?

FrR. COUGHLIN: Yes, sir. In the French Revolution there were only
22,000 interested in it. The Russian Revolution of 1917 had less
than 500,000 communists in it that were interested in it. We have
approximately 500,000 communistically minded people in this

country at least. . . . Unrest is on the increase. . . .
QUESTIONER: Do you think there is any danger of communism in this
country?

FR. COUGHLIN: [ think by 1933, unless something is done, you will
see a revolution in this country.*

Harry A. Jung, declaring himself a specialist in the danger of foreign
influences on American society, followed Coughlin as a witness. Estab-
lished as an authority on communism in the labor movement in Chicago,
Jung was asked, “What do you think is the race furnishing most commu-
nists in Chicago?”’ He replied: “I could not say as to the exact number
each race might furnish”; when told to give his “conception” of the pro-
portions, he answered, “I must say it is Jewish.” Explaining that the ques-
tion was a difficult one, since there are “Polish Jews and German Jews
and Russian Jews,” Jung replied, “I think it would be a safe estimate to
say 66% percent.” When discussing the same topic, Coughlin proffered,
“It does happen that 90 percent of the Soviet government is Jewish.” He
added that “in this country the communists are not the Jews. I think it is
a libel on the Jewish race to say that only Jews are communists.”**

What Jung and Coughlin said about Jews, as well as what the radio
priest’s contemporary biographer Ruth Mugglebee described as his *“ab-
stract discourse” on the origins of bolshevism, held little interest for the
horde of reporters from around the country who were crammed into the
sweltering hearing room in Detroit’s federal building. Their labors were
rewarded when Charles Coughlin dropped a bombshell: “There is a
movement . . . to take down our Stars and Stripes and put up an inter-
national flag ... and that movement is headed by Mr. Henry Ford.”?
Coughlin explained that by Henry Ford’s contracting to build tractors for
the Soviet Union, “he was abetting the spread of communism.” Mention
of the popular industrialist ensured headline coverage of the hearings:
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“Blames Ford for Red Flare! Accuses Ford of Spreading Communism;
Priest Cites One Case Where Thousands Failed to Get Jobs in Auto Plant.
Says Ford Is Helping Communism.”3¢

In the fall 1930 broadcast season, Charles Coughlin was heard for the
first time over a national radio network, CBS. A shortwave hookup even
carried his voice around the world on station WCAU in Philadelphia.
Within three weeks, so many more letters to the radio priest arrived that
fifty-five clerks were needed to process the mail. A year later that number
would be nearly doubled, to ninety-six. A new post office was con-
structed in Royal Oak solely for coping with the bags of mail arriving al-
most daily for the Shrine of the Little Flower. In an average week, eighty
thousand letters were delivered to Coughlin’s church. This frenetic activ-
ity and the soaring popularity of the priest coincided with the growing
economic disaster. By the close of 1930, the depression and a particularly
bitter winter had settled over the land. As the new year dawned, bread
lines lengthened and Coughlin’s voice grew ever louder.

Coughlin chose an ironic title, “Prosperity,” for his first sermon of
1931. According to Ruth Mugglebee, it would be a talk of “spicier con-
tent and unprecedented license.” But the radio priest did not give the
planned address. Instead, his office in Royal Oak issued this press re-
lease:

Father Coughlin was informed by the Columbia Broadcasting
System that a considerable number of protests had come to its at-
tention regarding his sermons. . . . Father Coughlin made men-
tion over the Columbia Broadcasting System tonight that these
letters of protest had been lodged against him from sources
which were altogether unknown, and appealed to his radio audi-
ence to express their pleasure whether or not these sermons
would be continued.?’

The next day, as CBS was flooded with an estimated 350,000 letters,
Coughlin penned an “open letter,” addressed to “my friends,” in which he
compared the state of American society to the eve of the French Revolu-
tion and referred to “a cowardly behind-the-back attack [being] made
against the ‘Golden Hour’ with the hope of throttling free speech.”®

On January 11, the Sunday following the original scheduling,
Charles Coughlin did deliver “Prosperity,” one of his most significant ra-
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dio addresses and an event that signaled his emergence as an orator with-
out peer in America’s national public life. Moreover, in it he enunciated
a thesis that became virtually a signature theme of his radio sermons: that
“international financiers” had caused the 1929 stock market collapse. On
this occasion, the priest linked the event to the ideas of “Karl Marx, a
Hebrew.”

This line of argument was not one that the radio priest himself had
developed, although he did give it his own special articulation. Rather,
major portions of the address were drawn, virtually word for word, from
a speech by the chairman of the Committee on Banking and Currency of
the Congress, Louis T. McFadden, Republican of Pennsylvania. Long a
maverick in his own party, McFadden had once called from the floor of
the House of Representatives for Hoover’s impeachment.*

In the nearly suppressed radio address of January 11, Coughlin dis-
cussed the harsh terms of the Versailles Treaty and how it had required
“blood bond” reparations payments, which he asserted were permitting
low interest rates to be charged by Federal Reserve banks during the
1920s. He linked this to the financial exploitation of Germany, in effect
asserting that this subsidized the “purchase of millions of stocks pur-
chased on margin” and made “playing the stock market . . . as popular as
playing bridge.” Now, Coughlin claimed, “The Depression [is] with us,
but the banks for the most part were saved.” In sum, declared the priest,
“The unrest of Europe and the industrial distress of the world are trace-
able, in great part, to the illegitimate cradle of the Treaty of Versailles,
which has only made a mockery of peace. . . . It has wrecked corporation
after corporation; has emptied thousands of purses and bank accounts;
has weakened many capitalists and has paralyzed millions in the middle
class.” Coughlin then linked these developments with the campaign for
getting involved in the League of Nations: “Perhaps . . . these facts offer
you some explanation why there is so much anxiety . . . for us to join the
World Court of the League of Nations with France and England against
Germany and Italy with the hope to save some of the billions invested by
our international financiers in the blood bonds of an unjust Treaty.” In a
blistering attack on this “program of deception,” the priest acknowledged
his reliance on Congressman McFadden, citing the “clear and uncontro-
vertible proofs which he had relayed in a two-minute telephone conver-
sation on New Year's day, 1931, followed by a Saturday morning call on
January 3.

The radio priest had strongly hinted, and his supporters were encour-
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aged to suspect, that the effort to censor the Versailles address were the
result of White House pressure on CBS. Ruth Mugglebee states that
Hoover administration aides met secretly with CBS officials, who “were
subservient to the idea of clamping down the lid on the priest’s revela-
tions.™*! According to Louis Ward, the opportunity for a suppression at-
tempt came from eavesdropping on the telephone conversations between
McFadden and the radio priest:

Just a little before midday [on January 2, 1931], Father’s secre-
tary long-distanced Washington at National 3120 where she was
accustomed to contact Mr. McFadden. . . . After an unusual de-
lay, the telephone connections were completed, the number was
confirmed and Congressman Louis McFadden was requested to
come to the phone. Then came the question: “Who wishes to
speak to Mr. McFadden?” The reply: “Father Coughlin.” After
another delay, a voice came over the wire from Washington say-
ing: “This is the White House speaking.” . . . The secretary from
the Radio League of the Little Flower read certain excerpts from
Father’s prepared discourse and asked if the figures and facts as
read were correct. The answer from the gentleman, whom the
secretary presumed to be Mr. McFadden, was in the affirmative.
“Until that moment, no one but Father Coughlin and his four per-
sonal secretaries could have known the content of the Sunday
discourse.™*

As Coughlin was rehearsing his Sunday talk, Ward reports, he re-
ceived a long-distance call from CBS vice president Edward Klauber at
midnight Saturday. Klauber reported “‘that many complaints had been re-
ceived by his broadcasting system because of the ‘inflammatory’ remarks
that had been made in previous discourses.” Klauber then “added the re-
quest that Father Coughlin . . . should delete those things which anyone
might regard as objectionable.” In reply, “Father Coughlin assured Mr.
Klauber that, not preferring to omit any portion of the discourse, he
would speak on a topic totally foreign to the [one] which he had pre-
pared.” Coughlin “immediately contacted Representative McFadden,
who denied that any call from his office to the priest had ever taken
place.™}

Ward strongly hints that it was President Hoover himself who tried to
suppress the Coughlin address and that it was he who had authorized the
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tapping of the priest’s telephone. No one from CBS has ever confirmed
such a scenario, although William Paley, in his autobiography, published
the same year of the radio priest’s death, 1979, indicated that because
Father Coughlin “strayed far beyond his theological talks to messages of
hate and extreme political views . .. we soon insisted upon seeing his
scripts in advance.” Paley noted that in regard to the infamous *Ver-
sailles” talk, “We then refused him air time for one especially inflam-
matory advance script and strongly suggested he confine himself to a
religious theme.”* When interviewed on the subject in 1972, Coughlin
claimed,

I was stepping on the toes of money, money, money, and | was
getting too close. . . . There was a tremendous amount of pres-
sure being put on my friend Bill Paley. . . . He had graciously
arranged for me to go on CBS, and I owed him a debt of grati-
tude, and I couldn’t see why he should be made to suffer because
of the controversy around me. So when the network began de-
manding changes in my scripts | was glad to get out. Besides,
Bill taught me how to organize my own network.*’

This last statement is undoubtedly exaggerated. What did happen is that
by the end of the 1930-1931 season, CBS had washed its hands of
Coughlin. In 1984, when I asked William Paley about the events sur-
rounding the 1930-1931 contract with Coughlin, he refused to discuss
the topic except to deny vehemently his association with Coughlin:
“There is no truth to my helping him set up his own network or having
any relationship with him once he left CBS. There is simply no truth to
that."4¢

It is impossible to determine whether there was a White House at-
tempt to censor Coughlin’s “Versailles” sermon, particularly if one relies
on Coughlin or CBS sources for information. Did Hoover engage in some
skulduggery here? While conducting research for a book on U.S. Naval
intelligence, Jeffrey Dorwart discovered the secret diaries of a Hoover
aide that fueled discussion of a 1930 “Hoovergate.” Dorwart claimed that
the president used a naval intelligence officer, Glenn Howell, to steal files
from the office of a Democratic party official who had copies of a book
manuscript highly critical of the chief executive. Secret tape recordings
made by Hoover have also come to light.*” Herbert Hoover’s presidential
papers contain an anecdote told by Edna Ferber to journalist William
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White in which the well-known writer recounts her discovery of a White
House wiretap in a hotel room she was occupying early in 1931.48

Even before the CBS controversy, the remarkable impact of Cough-
lin’s addresses had made him an opponent to the sitting president. He had
tapped the enormous bitterness of a growing number of Americans di-
rected toward the nation’s chief executive. Any official effort to muzzle
his radio sermons would have seemed only to augment his credibility in
the eyes of his adoring public.

Beginning with the fall 1931 broadcast season, Coughlin assembled
his own independent chain of stations covering an area from St. Louis,
Missouri, to Portland, Maine. Early in 1932, the network was expanded
from eleven stations to twenty-seven, and covered an area from Kansas
City to Bangor. The radio priest now engaged in a campaign of direct at-
tacks on Hoover. The sermon broadcast on February 12, 1932, “The
Secret Is Out!” was a savage assault on the personal integrity of the pres-
ident. The priest quoted from an article he had found in the public library
in a mining magazine published in 1912, “The Economics of a Boom.”
Coughlin implied that Hoover had advocated a formula by which insid-
ers parlay their initial limited investment by offering shares to the public
based on a highly inflated figure representing the capitalized value of a
worthless mine.

In 1912, Mr. Herbert Hoover termed as “idiots” those people
who would listen to the suave, salesman talk of promoters who
by deceit and subterfuge coaxed money from widows as was
done here in Royal Oak and elsewhere to invest with many min-
ing ventures which were failures before they were started. . . .

Idiots who parted with it! Idiots! I hang on that word “id-
iots.” It is a word to conjure with, I-D-1-O-T-S—idiots! My
friends we are deeply indebted for this shocking piece of infor-
mation. . . . We are taught that it is quite moral and just to filch
money from innocent “outsiders” and pass it into the soft hands
of the guilty “insiders.” ... The world around us is facing the
sordid, burning facts of unemployment, of starvation, of unjust
taxation. . . . No longer can the people who love their homes and
love their country be lulled into inaction by the idle optimism of
the sleek parasites who exist on the crumbs dropped from the ad-
vertising table of calloused conscienced exploiters.*?
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Louis Ward claimed that this particular discourse sounded “the
death-knell of Herbert Hoover’s political career.” More than a million fa-
vorable letters reputedly flowed to the Royal Oak Shrine following this
Valentine’s Day broadcast. A letter of concern written by a Hoover cam-
paign worker to the president’s secretary, Theodore Joslin, noted that the
explanation of the 1912 article on mining investments offered by Presi-
dent Hoover—that it had been written tongue in cheek—did not come
across as effective, and that the term idiots that had been used in the min-
ing article was properly explained as an insult to the average person.
Joslin’s reply dismissed the problem, saying that “it must be borne in
mind that the moronic mind has a vote and alas too many voters are in
this class.™?

In his next address, Coughlin reviled the president as “the banker’s
friend, the Holy Ghost of the rich, the protective angel of Wall Street.”
After that single broadcast in late February 1932, 1.2 million letters
flooded the post office in Royal Oak. Week after week, as the depression
deepened, Father Coughlin hurled invectives at the White House.

Some four decades later, Father Coughlin would blithely offer this
explanation of his relationship with Herbert Hoover:

There never was a finer, more stalwart American gentleman than
he was. . . . President Hoover was probably the most harassed
Executive we’ve had at a time when we needed one with more
elasticity in his actions. . .. Years later, when he was living in
New York at the Waldorf-Astoria, I went over to offer my heart-
felt sympathies and apologies for anything I might have said
while he was President, and he said, “Young man, [ don’t blame
you. I was the symbol of our nation, and the nation needed casti-
gation. As you know now, it wasn’t my fault but I would have
been a ‘cad’—that is the word he used—if I had said, ‘Don’t
blame me, blame Congress.’” That was quite a heroic state-
ment!>!

At the time, however, their mutual dislike could not have been stronger.
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*My Friend and future savior of the United States. It was ei-
ther Roosevelt or Ruin.” It was the first time 1 used it [the
phrase]. I would say that my . . . speech at the [ 1932 Demo-
cratic| convention . . . swung a lot of votes to his [FDR’s]
candidacy.

Charles Coughlin interview, 1970

EAR THE END OF HIS LIFE, Charles Coughlin boasted, “I was instru-
mental in removing Herbert Hoover from the White House.”! While
certainly an exaggeration, there is little doubt that Charles Coughlin
helped destroy one public figure’s career while helping to pave the way
for another. Destiny linked the careers of Coughlin and Franklin Roo-
sevelt in what would later turn into a struggle between the two men for
power and influence. As the 1930s opened, they were close allies, and
Coughlin was FDR’s champion.
The name Roosevelt first came up in a radio sermon given by Father
Coughlin in the fall of 1930:

Fellow countrymen, in this hour of sadness and depression we
dare lift up our eyes to the better things to come. The glorious
sunrise of yesterday shall return once night has gone. Pay no
heed, therefore . . . to those men who intimate that our system of
economy is basically wrong. Spurn them when they advocate the
doctrines that smack of communism, of Russian Sovietism. An-
other Roosevelt shall have the courage to uncloak the hypocriti-

40
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cal human factors who have debased our system. ... Another
Roosevelt shall labor for the development of our own country!?

Nearly two years would pass before the two men met each other. In
this interim, a kind of mutual fascination developed, a slow waltz of po-
litical necessity that eventually took on the character of a major political
alliance, albeit short-lived. In January 1931, during the “censorship”
episode with CBS, Coughlin had written to Franklin Roosevelt, then gov-
ernor of New York, requesting his intervention. FDR responded with a
polite but noncommittal letter expressing his sympathy.* Roosevelt had
already been in contact with and sought the help of a close friend of the
radio priest: Frank Murphy, mayor of Detroit and later a U.S. Supreme
Court justice. Murphy had known Coughlin for some time prior to FDR’s
1932 presidential campaign. In fact, Murphy had relied heavily on
Coughlin in his own 1930 mayoral campaign.

In later years, Coughlin could not recall who first introduced him to
Franklin Roosevelt. It is likely to have been either Frank Murphy or
Hall Roosevelt, brother-in-law to FDR. As controller for the city of De-
troit, Hall Roosevelt wrote FDR in the spring of 1931, telling him that the
priest “would like to tender his services: [Coughlin] has a following just
about equal to that of Mr. Ghandi [sic].” Hall advised that Coughlin
“would be difficult to handle and might be full of dynamite, but I think
you had better prepare to say ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ ™ Without doubt, Frank Mur-
phy was one of those who pushed strongly for a “yes.™

There is some difficulty as well in establishing when and where
Coughlin and FDR had their first private meeting. In a 1970 interview,
Coughlin placed it “in the spring of 1932 at a New York hotel.”” Sheldon
Marcus quotes the radio priest as placing the initial face-to-face contact
at FDR’s Poughkeepsie estate. Marcus wrote that Roosevelt “‘seemed
very impressed with his [Coughlin’s] knowledge of social problems,”
and “Roosevelt promised Coughlin that he would be his close confidant
on economic and social issues. Coughlin [for his part] promised he
would throw his support behind Roosevelt’s presidential candidacy.™®

But the main topic of conversation in that meeting appears to have
been the Walker affair. The flamboyant Democratic mayor of New York
City, James J. Walker, was being investigated by a state commissioner re-
garding serious charges of personal corruption. Coughlin told biographer
Marcus that Roosevelt “made it clear to me that he had to get rid of James
[Walker], one way or another.”” Yet as governor, Roosevelt was facing a
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delicate political dilemma, since he owed much to New York City’s Tam-
many Hall and felt he had to avoid alienating those still committed to its
mayor.

The Walker investigation posed a dilemma for the radio priest as
well. Months before his meeting with FDR, Coughlin had attended the
annual Fireman’s Communion Breakfast of the Holy Name Society in
New York City and had charged that Rabbi Stephen Wise and others who
attacked Mayor Walker “were Communists and Socialists.”® When asked
about this in 1972, Coughlin said that he had at first thought the accusa-
tions against Walker “‘were too preposterous to believe. When they turned
out to be true, | was shocked to death.”™

Coughlin recalls that FDR invited him to attend a session of the
Walker investigation being convened in Albany and that *it was a mas-
terful performance by the governor. . . . After it was over | came out and
Mr. Roosevelt was gesticulating to me, and 1 was smiling back, but the
reporters could see that 1 was on his side.”!" But following the visit,
Coughlin mulled over the Walker situation and wrote a letter to FDR in
which he warned that the case “was a perilous one” and that America’s
“twenty-odd million Catholics could easily be offended by how it was
handled.” The priest mentioned rumors that Roosevelt was considered
anti-Catholic because the judge in the Walker case, Samuel Seabury,
“was a member of the Klan.”'' When Jimmy Walker resigned shortly af-
ter the Albany hearings, FDR’s and Coughlin’s conundrum was resolved.
Later, with some bitterness, Coughlin would accuse FDR of using him to
avoid the charge of anti-Catholic bias.'?

According to historian Alan Brinkley, Roosevelt “‘was suspicious of
Coughlin from the first day they met.”” Furthermore, once FDR was
elected, *“Coughlin rapidly became something of a pest.”'* When another
historical researcher, Charles Tull, sought to clarify FDR’s attitude toward
the priest, he received a curt response from Eleanor Roosevelt. When he
asked, “Do you recall your late husband’s opinion of Father Coughlin?”
she replied, ““He disliked and distrusted him.” ““What was your own opin-
ion?” I never liked or trusted him.”'* Nonetheless, FDR was willing to
make use of Coughlin, however he may have felt about him.

For Coughlin, a highlight of the 1932 presidential campaign was his
address before the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. While
he had been sprinkling his radio addresses with pro-Roosevelt hints, be-
ing invited to address the assembled delegates was the first acknowledg-
ment of his importance in FDR’s campaign. Decades after, the priest
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recalled that his speech was meant to sound extemporaneous, “but it was
all carefully staged. ‘Hi, there, Father: Why don’t you come on up to the
microphone and say a few words?’” Coughlin’s opening words drew
raucous laughter: “Of course I am not a Republican and most people
know that. And perhaps I am not going to say I am a Democrat, because
this thing of religion should not be identified with any political party.”
This time, he was met with sustained applause.'®

The priest returned to Royal Oak and wired the future president, say-
ing: “I am with you to the end. Say the word and I will follow.” A few
days later Coughlin wrote again, telling FDR that “your personal welfare
and the success of the Democratic Party in the forthcoming election are
both close to my heart.” In a letter written a month later, the priest offered
Roosevelt his fealty in even more explicit terms and called for a partner-
ship: “I am willing to adopt your views which [ know will be just and
charitable. But the main point is that we work in harmony.”'® As the Roo-
sevelt campaign drew to a close, it was clear that support from Michi-
gan’s Frank Murphy and Charles Coughlin would be essential for
winning that critical industrial state.

FDR adopted some of Coughlin’s main themes and even co-opted
some of his rhetoric. In an important speech given in Detroit on October
2, 1932, entitled “The Philosophy of Social Justice Through Social Ac-
tion,” the presidential candidate declared:

I am going to refer to some of the fundamentals that antedate
parties and antedate republics and empires, fundamentals that
are as old as mankind itself. . . . One of these old philosophies is
the philosophy of those who would “let things alone.” The other
is the philosophy that strives for something new—something
which I believe the human race can and will attain—social jus-
tice through social action.'”

Roosevelt was quoting Pius XI's encyclical of 1931, Quadragesimo
Anno (Forty Years After), which had built on the foundation of Pope Leo
XIII's Rerum Novarum. The essential point was to steer a course between
laissez-faire capitalism and revolutionary socialism. Such advocacy of
state intervention on behalf of the working class implied that Catholicism
would no longer be committed to the sanctity of private property above
any other. From his earliest radio days, Charles Coughlin acknowledged
a deep indebtedness for his economic philosophy to these two church
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documents. While candidate Roosevelt was careful to include statements
from Protestant and Jewish religious sources and did not mention Cough-
lin’s name, FDR was unmistakably identifying himself with the Royal
Oak radio messiah.

With Roosevelt’s decisive victory in November 1932, a barrage of
flattering compliments, advice, and suggestions for how to run the coun-
try now issued forth from the radio priest.'® Perhaps Coughlin sincerely
believed—or was himself swayed by his own radio oratory, as he sought
to convince his millions of radio listeners—that he was an important
member of the New Deal team. Years later in a private interview, the
priest, with characteristic exaggeration, described his early relationship
with FDR:

I was with him I’d say every two weeks at least. If not at his of-
fice at least at his home. And even before he went to Washington
in February [1933]. I went to his office in New York . . . it was
down in the eighties or seventies, some street down there. And he
was having his portrait painted. I spent the day with him there
where he was making out his Cabinet. And that was the day
when [ said: “Well, now listen you promised me some things and
I have only one friend that I have in mind and his name is Frank
Murphy. . . . We need a good man over in the Philippines, how
about it?” He says, “Frank is the governor of the Philippines.” So
that’s how close I was to Mr. Roosevelt.'?

For Coughlin’s radio audience, it was indeed a triumph that FDR was
in the White House and that the radio priest had helped to put him there.
The Catholic community took special pride in this partnership. Cough-
lin’s and FDR’s exuberance and optimism about the future of the country
seemed to make the two soulmates. Four decades after meeting FDR, the
priest painted their early relationship in warm and friendly coloration:
“Whether up in his home in Poughkeepsie or down at his home in Man-
hattan he was always affable and charming. ... I would come armed
with a few stories and he would tell some to me. We never talked too
seriously you know. But I think when you got to know the man you
couldn’t help but love the man.”®

Coughlin frequently boasted to his close associates about his having
helped write FDR’s first and second inaugural addresses, including, from
the latter, the phrase, “Let us drive the money changers from the temple.”
Father Peter Wiethe, a close confidant of the priest, recalled Coughlin’s
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telling a story about staying at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington with
FDR: “Ray Moley [one of Roosevelt’s top aides] came to Father Cough-
lin and said: ‘The “boss™ had another inaugural speech. He may not use
ours.” And they sat up all night, they were so disgusted with the situation,
you see. So he claims . . . the next day, the day of the inauguration, he
took both speeches along. And hadn’t made up his mind which he was
going to give. At the last moment he took Father Coughlin and Ray Mo-
ley’s speech out of his pocket and gave that one.”?!

In his mailings to listeners, Coughlin praised the new president and
suggested that people write to FDR about the problems of the day. He
preached hopeful patience: “Meanwhile let us pray and be not discour-
aged with any little reverses which may occur. Eventually we will win
out under Mr. Roosevelt’s generalship.”?> Coughlin’s influence at the
White House was carefully noted. Theodore Joslin, Herbert Hoover’s
former private secretary, wrote to Hoover that “business . . . is disturbed
by some of his [FDR’s] intimates.” Joslin cites as an example that “the
Catholic priest in Detroit is received all too cordially.” He noted that
FDR’s private secretary, Marvin Mclntyre, called the priest by his first
name and that Eleanor Roosevelt greeted him cordially: “‘Why, Father, |
am so glad to see you, come right in.” And taking him by the arm she went
into the President’s office with him and they were there for an hour.”
Joslin added, tersely, “This is informal to say the least."?

In retrospect, those close to FDR tended to play down Coughlin’s
role in the early days of the New Deal. Certainly Coughlin took every op-
portunity to exaggerate it. One thing was clear: Father Coughlin’s star
was rising with Franklin Roosevelt’s. Al Smith, who in 1928 was the first
Catholic to run for the presidency, now lost influence in New England
and among average Catholic citizens. Coughlin was the new Catholic
spokesman.

From the earliest days of his fame, Charles Coughlin’s business acumen
was both praised and condemned: no one was neutral on the subject.
News about the enterprising priest made fascinating copy:

Priest Crusade Cost Thousands a Week

What becomes of the hundreds of thousands of dollars that pour
into Father Charles Edward Coughlin’s charge in two out of
three of the 200,000 letters he receives every week?
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It goes out in several channels. It costs $8000 for instance,
for line charges and station facilities for the weekly broadcast.
Father Coughlin’s bills for clerks and secretaries and stamps and
printing amount to many thousands a week. . ..

Father Coughlin is recognized in Detroit as one of the ablest
money raisers that town of fantastic riches and promotions ever
has had.?*

The broadcasts of the “Children’s Hour” were highly popular attrac-
tions at the Shrine; the annual ice cream picnic attracted as many as
50,000 people. One of the earliest church parishioners recalled, “A lot of
people smelled graft and corruption. Where did the money go?"?

As early as 1928, despite problems of paying the mortgage on his
wooden church, Charles Coughlin was already hard at work on plans for
an ambitious replacement for the original structure. With the enormous
success of his broadcasts, he was soon able to build a “colossal monu-
ment to Christian Charity, a defiant challenge to bigotry.”?¢ So successful
were his fund drives that by May 1929 the skeleton of a massive marble
edifice thrusted itself boldly skyward amid the modest middle-class sub-
urb that was rapidly gaining national and even international fame. When
it was completed, Coughlin held a dedication ceremony in 1931, speak-
ing from a special balcony built on the face of what became known as the
Charity Tower.

Well before the completion of the tower project, Coughlin was mak-
ing plans for an equally impressive and entirely new Shrine of the Little
Flower. Granite and limestone were brought from quarries in Vermont
and Massachusetts, and the outer walls were carved with the official
flower of each state. The most radical feature of the Shrine was its main
altar, located in the center of the church in a departure from tradition (but
later consonant with the precepts of Vatican II). A poetic description
notes: “It is the main altar to which all eyes are drawn. . . . Seton its steps
in polished emerald pearl granite . . . it is the largest monolithic altar in
this country, a solid block of faultless white Carraran marble weighing
eighteen tons. Designed so that Mass may be celebrated on either side.”?’
Inside the adjacent Charity Tower, Coughlin built a private office and
broadcasting facility. Reached by a narrow, winding staircase, the exte-
rior was crowned with a head of Christ, above which was carved a dove
“of huge proportions and exquisite design . . . expanding its wings over
the entire universe represented by the spheres and the stars.”?
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The newly erected Shrine, with a “theme park” character, became a
tourist mecca shortly after it opened in fall 1936 and remained so for
decades. Father Coughlin arranged special boat and train excursions,
which reached their peak during the summer months. Busloads of thirty
thousand or more tourists came each Sunday and could be seen milling
about the grounds. “There was a pond there . . . and the people used to
throw hundreds of dollars in change.” A gas station, a motel, and other
amenities were operated by the Shrine during the height of Father
Coughlin’s fame. In the basement of the church, a staff of over one hun-
dred handled the huge daily volume of mail.

The profitability of the Shrine was evident even during Word War I,
when, despite gasoline shortages, two hundred or three hundred cars at
a time parked around the church. During this time there were eight
masses held each Sunday, with attendance at each averaging 3,000.3°
Near the end of his life, Coughlin told interviewers that he had raised
more than a million and a half dollars to fund the completion of a com-
plex, which eventually included a grammar school, a high school, and a
convent.

During the height of Coughlin’s fame, an adjoining souvenir store
was often crowded with purchasers eager to snap up gold crosses, ster-
ling silver rosaries, and autographed photos of Coughlin. (A favorite item
for sale, though not of a strictly religious nature, was a silver-plated au-
tomobile gearshift level.) Father Coughlin’s parents ran the shop, whose
reputation for lucrative sales was unflatteringly described by one former
parishioner as “the highest in the holy trinket retail field.” Such brash
commercialism did not sit well with all of the Shrine’s visitors. “One day
a woman came into the gift shop. She came in with a shopping bag, and
in the bag was a chain. She went nuts! She smashed every case in the sou-
venir shop. As she broke the cases, she shouted that she was ‘casting the
money changers from the temple!” Father closed it [the shop] down. It
wasn’t opened again after that."!

Ruth Mugglebee concluded that Father Coughlin “wasn’t in the
priesthood for fame or material gains,” but he did offer financial advice to
friends, newlyweds, and pastoral colleagues, and he did relish having a
hand in the game of finance. Despite fashioning a political career around
the theme of evil bankers and Wall Street manipulators, the priest was an
obsessive follower of the stock market throughout his life. This was not
merely a way to track the doings of the enemy, but a fun-loving flair for
investment.
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In the last decade of his life, when Coughlin was no longer in the
limelight, a newly appointed deacon remembered being invited out for
dinner with Coughlin. During the course of the evening, the deacon be-
gan to feel that the elderly priest “had really liked me.” After a stimulat-
ing conversation, the young cleric remembered that his host drew a slip
of paper and a pencil from his pocket and scribbled a brief note, jotting it
down on the roof of his Thunderbird sports car. Coughlin explained that
he was offering an insider’s stock tip. As the deacon recalled, Coughlin
said, “This is the company, just buy this, it’s going to be a good com-
pany. . . . I think you should invest in!”” He got into his car and drove off.
The newly appointed deacon glanced at the missive: “The name of the
stock was a company called Wendy’s. This was 1970! [ don’t even re-
member a Wendy’s until 1976 I didn’t know anything about it, so I just
looked at the slip of paper and threw it away.”*

With Coughlin’s fame, fortune, and influence came enemies. In 1933, he
was strongly attacked by the Free Press. This so-called newspaper war
was instigated early in February when one of the two largest banks in
Detroit, the Guardian Trust, reported privately to the Reconstruction
Finance Corporation (RFC) that it could not meet its demands for
withdrawals unless it obtained a loan of $50 million. Only one strategy to
save this large popular bank seemed possible under existing rules: the
bank’s largest depositor, and one of its stockholders, the Ford Motor
Company, would have to guarantee its deposits with collateral assets to
the extent of $7.5 million. But Henry Ford was unwilling to support this
plan. Emissaries from the Hoover White House, the Treasury Depart-
ment, and the RFC hastened to Detroit to reason with him. The under-
secretary of the treasury feared that if Guardian fell, the other major
Detroit bank chain, the First National, might also break.

When the Roosevelt administration took office, President Hoover’s
plea to solve the Detroit banking crisis fell on deaf ears. Instead, FDR de-
clared a national bank holiday. The 576,000 bank customers in Detroit
affected by the extended holidays waited for the new administration to
resolve the matter.’? Confidence in financial institutions was at an all-
time low, and Detroit had become a flashpoint of national panic and
anger. Who was responsible? What could be done? Into this turbulent
cauldron stepped the Reverend Charles Edward Coughlin.

The newspaper war began when, in a special broadcast of March 26,
1933, Coughlin focused on the Detroit banking crisis. He called the local
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banking community “the den of forty thieves, the hide-out, the blind pig
financial institutions where shady transactions are prepared and where
are printed the depositors’ passports to doom.” The priest then accused
one individual, a director of one of the major banking groups, of using his
role as a newspaper publisher to “spread their [Detroit bankers’] propa-
ganda . . . in the columns of Detroit Free Press . . . a paper published by
the president of the Detroit Bankers Company ... Mr. E. D. Stair.”
Coughlin, referring to a series of what he called “scurrilous articles,” ac-
cused Stair and other key local bankers of “attempting to prevent the
Government-controlled bank from opening its doors and serving the peo-
ple of Detroit!”

The priest described the Free Press as “a rabid, partisan paper . . . a
paper that was wedded to the past with its exploitation; a paper reli-
giously opposed to the ‘New Deal,’” engaged in “misrepresentations”
and “professional obstructionism.” Coughlin declared that “the Stairs
fight the battle for those with unsecured loans, officer’s loans, wholly out
of proportion to any credit they are entitled to. Every penny of this is the
people’s money, the small depositor’s money, the small businessman’s
money, swept away in this banking debacle.” In contrast, the radio priest
placed himself on the side of “the biggest interest in this Democracy, the
interest of the people.”’*

A counterattack was swift in coming. The day following the radio
address, the Free Press penned an editorial, “Coughlin: The Demagog,”
that charged the priest with “slandering the directors of the two outstand-
ing banking groups of Detroit” and accusing banks of having done
“much to bring about the present [crisis] situation. He robbed the people
of confidence in these directors and their banks and was one of the chief
causes of withdrawals of funds.” The paper then asked: “How long will
this ecclesiastical Huey Long be allowed to slander decent citizens of this
city in the name of God?”"%

Over the next week, the Free Press waged a three-pronged media
campaign against the “political radio haranguer.” First, it hinted that po-
litical animus and “sinister newspaper influences” were guiding the
priest. The rival Hearst paper, the Detroit Times, was charged with
putting the radio priest up to the attack on E. D. Stair as part of an FDR
plot. Next, it charged him with hiding behind his priestly garb, “using the
strength of the Church to give him prestige.”* Finally, the Free Press in-
terviewed Coughlin’s bishop and mentor, Michael Gallagher, who did
not know about the sensational broadcast. “I did not have an opportunity
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to review it. When | called Father Coughlin he told me it {the radio talk]
was not finished and he probably would be working on it all night"¥’

On the third day of the war, the paper dropped the bombshell: “Fr.
Coughlin’s Gambling in Stocks with Charity Donations Is Revealed.”
The story claimed to have uncovered a series of withdrawals from bank
accounts held in the name of the Shrine of the Little Flower and used to
buy stocks on margin, including local automotive company securities.
The newspaper wrote:

There is gold in the radio racket. That is proven by the bank bal-
ances maintained by the Reverend Charles E. Coughlin. ...
Contributions have also permitted Father Coughlin to plunge
into the stock market. . . . On February 27, 1929, the account of
the priest shows the bank bought him five hundred shares of
stock of the Kelsey-Hayes Wheel Corporation. . .. On that day
Father Coughlin transferred from the League of the Little Flower
account $9,216.28; drew $4,233.72 from his personal account;
cashed a check on another local bank for $6,000, and borrowed
$10,587.50 on a note.*®

Malcolm Bingay, editorial director of the Free Press, years later
wrote of the fortuitous circumstances under which the information about
Coughlin’s transactions was revealed:

One of the rare nights that I was able to get home for dinner and
a change of clothes I had just sat down to eat when a reporter
called me on the phone. “There is a young fellow here in the of-
fice who insists on seeing you and you alone. . . . He hints that he
has some evidence in the bank case. He has something under his
arm that looks like a wrapped-up stovepipe. ... I'm afraid he
may be just one of those nuts. . . I left my half-finished dinner
and raced down to the office: ““I worked as a clerk in the branch
bank in the Fisher Building where Father Coughlin did his bank-
ing. When the banks closed I still had my passkey. Tonight | went
to the bank and took out the whole record of Father Coughlin’s
dealings in the stock market. Here it is.”” . . . I rushed them down
to the photographic department and had photostatic copies made
of all of them as quickly as possible. This done I returned the
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originals to the frightened youth, who hurried out into the night
to return them whence they came.?

Now Coughlin struck back. He referred to Free Press publisher E. D.
Stair as “Edward ‘Deficit’ Stair” and charged that the paper had erased
the real name of the stock purchased. He proclaimed: “This newspaper is
entirely responsible for the [banking crisis] . . . [readers] are being daily
poisoned with ink from this advocate of libel.” But on Monday, using the
same purple prose style of the radio priest, the Free Press responded
through writer Malcolm Bingay’s “Good Morning” column by offering a
pessimistic prophecy:

One of the great problems before our Civilization today is the
sinister insidiousness of the radio. . . . Long after Coughlin has
passed out of the picture . . . the insidious radio will still be be-
fore the people. . . . It steals into the home with its whispered
words, coming from no man knows where. It is a voice and it is
gone. There is no record. There is no permanent printed word.
The poison of the demagog, of the atheist, the communist, and
the lecherous fills the air of the home and is gone, leaving its
stain. Vile and suggestive song, words of double meanings, pour
forth to be subconsciously accepted. And there is no written
record to prove the injury, no way of combatting the evil that is
done %

As the time neared for Coughlin’s next weekly radio address, rumors
were rampant that the forthcoming broadcast would be jammed. Cough-
lin warned that “several intimations have come to us that the broadcast of
this afternoon will be disturbed by malicious persons. Keep tuned to your
announcer for two or three minutes after the disturbance.”*! It sounded
like a replay of CBS’s concerns with the “Versailles” broadcast. The ra-
dio priest’s warning followed a midweek bombing at his home. Coughlin
described how “glass in every basement window was broken” and dam-
age to pipes and canned food had occurred. According to Louis Ward’s
account, “Hundreds of pounds of foodstuffs . . . stored in the basement of
Father’s home for God’s Poor Society—food . . . for the poor—broke the
force of the explosion and saved life and limb . . . the novena [which re-
quired Father Coughlin to be away] saved Father’s life.+
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Detroit’s public now eagerly awaited the Sunday address. Would he
be contrite or defiant? 1n a masterful exercise of oratory and evasion,
Coughlin repeated his charges against Stair and then sought to wrap him-
self in the mantle of Christ:

My friends, as we approach the end of this broadcast season, it is
apposite that I restate the position of the Catholic Church and of
its clergy relative to their discussing economic questions offi-
cially—a question that was forced upon me by the Detroit Free
Press. . . .1 have dared to defend the poor and the exploited;
dared to do my duty, cost what it may! . . . If, occasionally then,
1 have used the scourge of rhetoric to help drive out of public
leadership those who have controlled the policies of poverty . . .
I have done less by far than the patient, loving Master Who
scourged the money-changers from the temple. . . . Whom they
crucified because the high priests of compromise framed Him
with fake witness.**

Within a few months of the newspaper war, Louis Ward, close aide to
the radio priest, published his full-length biography of Coughlin. The
timing was not coincidental. A full chapter was devoted to a refutation of
the Free Press attack on Coughlin’s financial dealings. The Detroit paper
had, according to Ward, run “a libelous creation of an original invoice
doctored to suit the malice and taste of the author of the libel . . . with the
intent of deceiving the public.” Ward charged that by printing the “doc-
tored” photostatic copy of the various buy and sell orders, the Free Press
had painted a false picture of the radio priest as “generally not averse to
stock gambling.” Ward sought to depict the speculating priest as a frugal
shepherd, concluding that Coughlin had saved $97,000 of the original
$110,000 investment by not placing it “in the failed banks” and not fol-
lowing “bankers’ advice.” He went on to claim that “had Coughlin
bought Detroit Bankers stock, the $110,000 would have vanished, and a
theoretical liability of $17,060 would have remained as a souvenir."*

Neither side won the media war. The Free Press, in its haste to reveal
the stock purchase, had added Coughlin’s name to forms copied from
bank records, thus blemishing its own case. Yet the battle with the Free
Press left permanent scars on Coughlin’s personal reputation and made
one powerful media institution, a major Detroit newspaper, an enduring
foe.
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There were broader implications as well to the newspaper war. One
of these was the ease with which Coughlin could take on the role of a
martyr—a lesson not lost on Franklin Roosevelt. Angered, suspicious,
and distrustful as he was of the less-than-humble radio priest, FDR
would not risk a direct confrontation despite numerous provocations over
the ensuing years.

Within weeks of the conclusion of the newspaper war, Charles
Coughlin was asked to testify before a one-man grand jury investigation
of Detroit’s banking crisis. During his three days of highly publicized re-
marks, headlines appeared in both the Detroit News and the Detroit
Times. Yet readers of the Motor City’s third major daily, the Free Press,
faced a total news blackout of Coughlin’s testimony.

In fact, Coughlin had tried to initiate the hearings. Early in June, he
wrote to Jesse Jones, the newly appointed RFC chairman, requesting a
federal investigation of the Detroit banking collapse. That same month,
the radio priest pressed Marvin MclIntyre, FDR’s appointment secretary,
to bring the matter to the attention of the president, “as a sincere favor.”
Coughlin stressed that “one word from him [FDR] will set Homer Cum-
mings [the new attorney general] in action.” Roosevelt took no action.

Finally, on June 14, 1933, the state of Michigan established a special
grand jury to investigate the Detroit banking crisis. Popular Detroit Free
Press journalist Malcolm Bingay described the event as “the strangest
grand-jury session ever held in the history of American law. The hysteria
in the old town was such that nobody trusted anybody.”* As the work of
the Michigan grand jury dragged on into late summer, public attention
became focused on the event when Charles Coughlin was called to tes-
tify. The sessions were opened to the public, and the niceties of legal pro-
cedure were soon overcome by the noises of popular outrage.

As a throng of reporters and the curious public overflowed the fed-
eral building courtroom, spilling into the hallway and onto the sidewalk,
the ebullient radio priest was sworn in and questioned by prosecuting at-
torney Harry S. Toy:

Q: When did you first become interested in banking?

A: Banking in general during my university course, and in the
local situation about two and one-half years ago.

Have you studied banking practices?

I have.

What caused your interest in banking here?

Q2R
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A: My first motive was the perennial gossip . ..concerning
conduct of the banks, the organization of the holding com-
panies and especially some of the opinions expressed in
Washington by [Senator] Carter Glass and [Cong.] Lewis
[sic] T. McFadden.*’

In other testimony, Coughlin implied that he possessed inside infor-
mation on banking practices, information that he claimed was given to
him during meetings with Frank Murphy and B. F. Stephenson, a busi-
ness associate. When asked to name the banking officials who provided
inside information, the priest demurred, saying, “They might be accused
of treason to the banks they represented.” When pressed, he stated, “I
knew from reliable sources in Washington and from the directors of the
Detroit banks that the situation was serious two weeks before the holi-
day. ... heard from Directors their banks were ‘about to break.’”
Coughlin ended his testimony dramatically with a blast directed at the of-
ficers and directors of the two Detroit banking groups, whom he had at-
tacked for insider loans and falsifying records. He now coined a new
word for the lexicon of depression-era America: “Why are the depositors
to suffer while the banksters . . . continue with their show? I'll tell you
why: because . . . the banksters don’t want to have the whole banking
mess disclosed, with the possibility of some of them going to jail.”8

Coughlin’s words catapulted the banking issue to the front page of
local newspapers. The Detroit Times headline screamed, “Bankers
Looted Trusts, Wrecked Banks—Coughlin,” while the Detroit News
wrote: “Throng Held Spellbound by Magic of Priest’s Voice.”*® Clearly,
the radio priest had been the star witness.

Like his vilification of the “banksters,” Coughlin’s defense of the
Roosevelt administration in his testimony was also widely publicized.
Only the mention of former President Hoover might have upstaged the
spirited performance of the priest. In one especially controversial seg-
ment of testimony, Coughlin referred to Hoover as a “voter in England
who had promoted more than 100 mines not one of which ever paid div-
idends.” Foster Bain, a close associate of Hoover, promptly sent a
telegram to the presiding judge, Harry B. Keidan, pointing out that
Coughlin’s reference pertained to a mining article in a book whose au-
thor was a self-proclaimed fraud. (This same discredited article had been
used previously by the radio priest in attacks on Hoover during the 1932
presidential campaign.)>
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Herbert Hoover was bitterly angry that his name had been raised in
the Detroit hearing. He told a journalist acquaintance privately by letter
what he would not tell Coughlin publicly:

You perhaps saw the volume of material vomited through the As-
sociated Press from Detroit about myseltf. . . . This morning I re-
ceived a telegram from a friend which he sent to the judge and
which he gave to the associated press. This gentleman, an emi-
nent man in the mining profession, was the editor of the Journal
from which Father Coughlin quoted and on which he based his
volcano of mud....If the associated press is going to run
columns of the mouthings of a communist like Coughlin, it at
least ought to run the equivalent dispatch to their exposure.®!

Hoover also complained to his friends that the U.S. senator from
Michigan, James Couzens, a Democrat, had “staged” Coughlin’s attack
in an attempt to embarrass the former chief executive. He received con-
flicting advice on the wisdom of coming to Detroit to testify in his own
behalf. One of Hoover’s friends declared Coughlin to be “mentally irre-
sponsible . . . his rantings will serve to discredit him.” Another thought
that “right-thinking Americans” would not be influenced. A former cabi-
net member under Hoover, Patrick Hurley, told the ex-president he was
certain both “Couzens and Coughlin have lied [but] you would be draw-
ing intense national attention to the muckrakers if you would go to De-
troit.”>2 After the hearings had ended, Roy Chapin, Hoover’s former aide,
who had been tempted to go to Hoover’s defense and even testify on
Hoover’s behalt, otfered his own assessment: “One or two strong Repub-
licans thought that Coughlin made such a spectacle of himself that any
refutation of his charges was needless.”5?

No sooner had news of Coughlin’s “bankster” testimony reached the
national media than speculation arose that President Roosevelt had put
the priest up to his attack in an effort to test the waters for bank reform
policies. According to this theory, FDR could back away from the con-
troversial radio priest if the attack on Detroit bankers did not sit well with
the public. It is far more likely, however, that Coughlin acted on his own
and sought to impress the new administration with his personal influence.
By staging a dramatic show, the priest may have hoped to convince FDR
that he had a potent ally in the Motor City. Roosevelt's private papers
suggest that the president and his staft were appalled by Coughlin’s tes-
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timony. Jim Farley, FDR’s key campaign adviser, recalled that “Roo-
sevelt was as angry as hell at Coughlin for getting the administration in-
volved in that mess.™*

But there was a lesson to be learned: Roosevelt and his aides were re-
luctant to call the radio priest’s bluff in public. Privately, Marvin Mc-
Intyre, FDR’s secretary, complained to key Roosevelt political adviser
Louis Howe, “I think Reverend Father took considerable liberties with
the facts and most certainly misquoted me [in stating that he was speak-
ing at the request of the administration].” The White House staff was mo-
mentarily tempted “to take some action” but in the end elected to “just
pass this up.”** In one of his last interviews late in his life, Coughlin ac-
knowledged the lesson he had learned from the affair: “Listen. I was
never stupid. [ realized the President now considered me burdensome.
But he owed me things. After all I helped make him President. Besides it
wasn’t him who was against me. It was the people around him. I was de-
termined that I would win him back.”

The Detroit bank hearings degenerated into an inquiry about the sol-
vency of the two major banking units as of the day the governor of Michi-
gan declared the bank holiday. On September 18, 1933, the inquiry
ended. The next day, Judge Keidan pronounced the two major Detroit
banks to have been solvent after all. Moreover, the indictments against
several Detroit bankers were eventually dropped despite a complex set of
Senate investigations under Senator Ferdinand Pecora.”’

Without doubt, Charles Coughlin had carried off a remarkable coup
in his testimony. His role in the Detroit banking crisis demonstrated that
he could be an effective performer off the air as well as on the radio. In
one sentimental moment of local glory, he had toyed with his connec-
tions to the Roosevelt administration while requiring it to take some
nominal action against the bankers he had attacked. Amid the depression,
the targets against whom Coughlin directed his hostility were indeed vul-
nerable. Regardless of the merits of their case, his victims were unable to
rebut his charges openly. He had become a master practitioner of the
classic art of the political demagogue, wearing the collar of a servant of
God.

The priest’s image was that of the outsider with insider’s knowledge.
When attacked, his role as defender of the people only grew.
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Now he [Coughlin] considers himself as a newly installed
protector of our country’s destiny. . . . He imagines himself
as the only man of authority in these United States. . .. It
will soon come to a point that you will become the object of
attack . . . should your governmental policies and actions in
any way conflict with the militant ideals and preaching of
Father Coughlin.

A local Democratic party official to Franklin Roosevelt, 1935

THE POPULAR Literary Digest noted in 1933 that “perhaps no man has
stirred the country and cut as deep between the old order and the
new as Father Coughlin.”! That same year, the Royal Oak priest was said
to be receiving more mail than the president. When in February 1934 a
New York radio station, WOR, asked its audience who, other than the
president, was the “most useful citizen of the United States politically in
1933,” almost 55 percent named the radio priest. When WCAU in Philadel-
phia asked its listeners to choose between the radio priest and the New
York Philharmonic on Sunday afternoons, 112,000 favored the radio priest
and only 7,000 the Philharmonic. A first edition of Coughlin’s complete
radio discourses sold nearly 1 million copies. One food company asked to
sponsor his radio program at $7,500 a week (half its total cost), and Hol-
lywood offered half a million dollars to produce The Fighting Priest, a film
in which Coughlin would play himself.? Coughlin refused both offers.
Charles Coughlin became a magnet for those who realized that their
economic and political ideas could be transmitted through his enthralling
voice. Shortly after reaching national prominence as a silver-tongued or-
ator, the priest pressed the interests of currency reformers, especially

57
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with regard to the establishment of a silver rather than a gold standard. As
early as the broadcast season of 1931-1932, Coughlin attacked the gold
standard, which he alleged was maintained solely at the behest of British
bankers.

George Le Blanc was a staunch inflationist who soon convinced
Coughlin that he possessed an insider’s knowledge of the operation of the
international currency, and, according to Louis Ward, “was conversant
with it from every angle of capitalistic philosophy and of racial psychol-
ogy.”* Le Blanc certainly possessed impressive business credentials. This
tall, gray-haired, and distinguished native of Montreal had been the New
York manager of American Express in 1912 and was appointed vice pres-
ident of the Equitable Trust in 1914. In 1929, he had resigned to open his
own investment counseling office. One contemporary account describes
him as a mysterious figure who had “pursued a checkered career as an ex-
ecutive in various Wall Street financial institutions.” His acquaintances
labeled him something of a loudmouth. And Fortune magazine wrote that
“hardened Wall Streeters thought [Le Blanc] was a visionary and
blowhard.”* His ideas of revaluation of the dollar based on a silver stan-
dard, however, had drawn the attention of Senator Elmer Thomas of Ok-
lahoma, head of the Senate Banking Committee, and Professor Irving
Fisher of Yale University, a monetary expert to whom President Roo-
sevelt turned for advice. Fisher reputedly called Le Blanc “one of the
eighteen Americans who understood money.”’ (For several years during
the depression, Le Blanc, at the suggestion of Father Coughlin, gave
Bishop Gallagher, Coughlin’s superior, advice on the finances of the De-
troit diocese.)

The other member of Coughlin’s dynamic duo of monetary advisers
was Robert M. Harriss, a “plump, bit-jowled commodity broker who had
been active in New York politics in the Borough of Queens.” Fortune
called him a “man of means interested in the fate of the dollar.® A priest
confidant of Coughlin recalled that Harriss had enormous wealth and at
one time he was president of the Texas Ranchers’ Association. As late as
the 1980s, Harriss’s investment partner for many years, Edward Voss,
was listed among the Forbes 400.7 In 1936, Harriss was a key figure in
the financing of a number of Charles Coughlin’s enterprises, including
those directly linked to political action. Near the end of his life, Harriss
was pivotal in the campaign to have Douglas MacArthur run for presi-
dent in 1948.8

Under the tutelage of Le Blanc and Harriss, the radio priest was pro-
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pelled into a gold revaluation campaign during his broadcast season of
1932-1933. Using the words of William Jennings Bryan, Charles Cough-
lin denounced “those modern pagans who have crucified us on a cross
of gold™ and advocated eliminating the “filthy gold standard™ and replac-
ing it with a silver standard. In response, congressional offices were
swamped with letters supporting the radio priest. Free and unlimited
coinage of silver, also the cry of William Jennings Bryan’s silver pop-
ulists at the end of the nineteenth century, now became the battle cry of a
Catholic priest of the mid-1930s.

Robert Harriss was the liaison between Charles Coughlin and Sena-
tor Elmer Thomas of Oklahoma, a powerful silver advocate who intro-
duced an amendment to the Silver Purchase Act of 1933 that greatly
increased the amount of silver the federal government would be required
to purchase to 95 percent of the annual output of American silver mines.’
(A good proportion of this was mined in the senator’s home state.) This
legislation was a coup for many western congressmen and was, accord-
ing to one historian, “the most remarkable special interest triumph of the
period.”'" This large subsidy to the silver mines of the country cost the
government nearly $1.5 billion over the fifteen years following its adop-
tion.

The Roosevelt administration was reluctant to shift the nation’s cur-
rency base to a silver standard and instead supported retaining a bimetal
(gold and silver) monetary system. As legislative action loomed in the
spring of 1934, FDR’s secretary of the treasury, Henry T. Morgenthau,
Jr., authorized release of a list of names of the major silver speculators.
On April 28, 1934, the House Committee on Coinage, Weights and Mea-
sures cited the names of major silver hoarders. Included was an “A.
Collins” of 331 Dewey Avenue, Royal Oak, Michigan, who had pur-
chased in January, on 10 percent margin, twenty futures contracts, for
March delivery. Each contract equaled 25,000 ounces, for a total of
500,000 ounces. This investment of $20,000 was made through the bro-
kerage firm of Harriss and Voss of New York. It also listed Robert Harriss
as a major holder of silver futures purchased on low margins.

When the so-called silver list was made public, reporters flocked to
Amy Collins, who indicated that she had invested the funds as the trea-
surer of the Radio League of the Little Flower on her own volition, with-
out informing Father Coughlin. She claimed she made the investment
based on the “President’s word that he would raise prices to 1926 levels.”
She added defiantly that “‘while I raise my voice against gambling and
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speculation, I shall continue to be its [the Radio League] financial agent
and invest this surplus league money in American commodities and se-
curities.”!!

In his next Sunday broadcast, the radio priest angrily denounced the
secretary of the treasury for authorizing the release of the silver in-
vestors’ names:

Mr. Henry Morgenthau Jr. has completed his clumsy effort to
protect the gold advocates, the Federal Reserve bankers and the
international bankers of ill repute. . . . It was expected of Mr.
Morgenthau . . . to prevent any silver legislation for the ultimate
benefit of the one billion Orientals who from time immemorial
have identified their trade and commerce with Gentile silver.'?

FDR, angered by Coughlin’s statement, told the head of the Catholic
Welfare Conference that he “resented the statement that Father Cough-
lin. .. had invested funds of the Radio and the Little Flower Shrine,
trusting in the word of the President. . . . The President said it was not
even an investment of funds but a speculation.”'3

A slow waltz of political wariness had been in progress almost from the
moment that FDR had met with Charles Coughlin. Since FDR’s election
in November 1932, the radio priest had tied his own identity to that of the
president. This association was so firmly established in the public mind
that well-known journalist Marquis Childs facetiously call Coughlin’s
Royal Oak office a “second White House.”'* When the priest suggested
that his listeners write to President Roosevelt to express their gratitude
for his leadership, “the White House mail room was inundated with hun-
dreds of rapturous letters, so many that the normally swift replies were
delayed up to several weeks.”!> Meanwhile, letters by the thousands flooded
the newly created post office in Coughlin’s community, Royal Oak.'
From the beginning of their relationship, it was apparent that FDR
wanted the radio priest’s backing but sought to keep him at arm’s length.
As he grew increasingly disenchanted with Coughlin’s actions, he and
his aides tried not to alienate the powerful cleric. Now this early partner-
ship between FDR and Coughlin turned into an awkward and increas-
ingly bitter rivalry. Flattering remarks and small favors were still
exchanged between the White House and Royal Oak, but the radio
priest’s advice on policy issues was being ignored.'” Then, in November
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1933, an incident occurred that closely paralleled that of the Detroit
“bankster” episode. Speaking to a large audience at the Hippodrome in
New York, Coughlin attacked those who were critical of Roosevelt’s
monetary policy, singling out former governor Al Smith as an example,
and he hinted that his remarks had been sanctioned by the administration.
By sending a telegram to the White House staff saying he was “going the
limit” in support of FDR, the priest had sought, but not obtained, official
endorsement for his remarks. '8

Although the New York City speech impressed the enemies of the ad-
ministration with Coughlin’s media skill, it failed to elicit any positive re-
sponse from FDR.' By this time, Roosevelt and his staff viewed the
relationship with Royal Oak as an awkward, imbalanced, and even seri-
ously unsettling threat. Perhaps most important, this uneasy alliance was
creating in the minds of the public exactly the kind of image Roosevelt
did not want: that he was being guided by radical demagogues bent on
undermining the economic and political structure of the nation. The mis-
take in dealing with Coughlin had become evident to the White House:
nothing should be left open-ended. Coughlin’s ambiguous role had al-
lowed the perception to grow that the priest was part of FDR’s inner cir-
cle. For his part, the priest continued to cultivate the perception that he
was at the center of national power, but behind the scenes. FDR fumed to
his key aide, Jim Farley, “He should run for the Presidency himself. Who
the hell does he think he is!”?

After the Hippodrome speech, Coughlin began to realize that the
president was putting him off and in private, but not yet in public, ex-
pressed anger and wounded pride. Still, he had no intention of being rel-
egated to the status of a Jim Farley—FDR’s campaign manager in the
elections of 1928 and 1932—who, though intensely loyal, had been dis-
carded when he was no longer useful. When interviewed in 1970, Cough-
lin told author Sheldon Marcus, “Listen. 1 was never stupid. I realized
that the President now considered me burdensome. . .. We were sup-
posed to be partners. He said he would rely on me. That I would be an im-
portant adviser. But he was a liar.”?!

Coughlin’s ambivalence toward authority—the dependency he felt
on it and his testing of its limits—is a vital key to understanding the
priest’s personality. It surfaced when he left the Basilian order to become
a diocesan priest, freeing himself of a lifestyle of communal constraint.
There were clearly marked stages in all the pivotal relationships of
Coughlin’s public career: an intense and almost uxorious subservience to
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an authority figure, followed by daring action designed to get attention,
followed by a failure to gain sustained favor, followed by a sense of be-
trayal, and finally an embittered turning against the adored figure.

By late 1934, Coughlin had become even more frenetic, as if he were
competing with the man in the White House whom he sought to impress,
to counsel, and perhaps, in his most arrogant moods, to control. Failing
all of this, he struck out on his own and formed his own organization in
November 1934, the National Union for Social Justice (NUSJ). It was
not a party, but it certainly looked like the beginning of one.

As political pundits attempted to size up what Coughlin was aiming
for and how to interpret this new lobbying organization, the priest pushed
ahead with its development. A critical first step was the formulation of
a set of sixteen principles. Most were not detailed enough to serve as
planks for a political party, but a few seemed to suggest vaguely populist
political and legislative goals:

1. Liberty of conscience and education
2. Ajust, living annual wage for all labor
3. Nationalization of resources too important to be held by indi-
viduals
4. Private ownership of all other property
The use of private property to be controlled for the public good
6. The abolition of the privately owned Federal Reserve Board and the
institution of a central government-owned bank
7. The return to Congress of the right to coin and regulate money
8. Control of the cost of living and the value of money by the central
bank
9. Cost of production plus a fair profit for the farmer
10.  The right of the laboring man to organize unions and the duty of the
government to protect these organizations against the vested inter-
ests of wealth and of intellect
1. Recall of all non-productive bonds
12.  Abolition of tax-exempt bonds
13.  Broadening the base of taxation on the principle of ownership and
ability to pay
14. Simplification of government and lightening taxation on the labor-
ing class
15. In time of war, conscription of wealth as well as of men

W
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16. Human rights to be held above property rights; government’s chief
concern should be with the poor; the rich can take care of them-
selves.??

Coughlin sought to dissociate his new organization from conven-
tional lobbying groups and to avoid the perception that it was merely a
vehicle for political ambition: “It is our intention to drive out of public
life the men who promised us redress . . . and have broken their prom-
ises. . . . No, the National Union is not a third political party. . . . It is po-
litical in that it proposes to support legislation favorable to the common
good of the majority of the people.”?

Within a few weeks of its creation, the NUSJ was a potent weapon.
Shockingly, it was used against the president himself in his effort to have
the United States join the World Court. This political battle was the open-
ing skirmish in a decade-long struggle between isolationism and interna-
tionalism, whose outcome would determine American participation in
World War I1. Charles Coughlin played an important part in that drama—
and in the process jeopardized his future as a public figure.

During his incumbency as president, Herbert Hoover had delayed
submitting a proposal to the Senate that the United States join the World
Court. Now, after the proposal had languished on Capitol Hill for four
years, FDR sent it to the Senate on January 16, 1935. Straw polls pre-
dicted a White House victory, and the administration seemed confident of
winning a two-thirds majority in a Senate top-heavy with Democrats.
Had a vote been taken on January 25, a Friday, it is likely that FDR would
have achieved his goal.

In the eyes of contemporary analysts and participants, both favorable
and unfavorable to the World Court resolution, Charles Coughlin turned
the tide against the president with a radio sermon delivered on January
27, less than forty-eight hours before the vote:

My Friends: If I am properly informed—Tuesday of this week—
Tuesday January 29—will be remembered by our offspring as
the day which overshadowed July 4. The one date with our inde-
pendence. The other with our stupid betrayal! . .. Today—to-
morrow may be too late—today, whether you can atford it or not,
send your Senators telegrams telling them to vote “NO” on our
entrance into the World Court. . . . Keep America safe for Amer-
icans and not the hunting ground of international plutocrats!?*
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Coughlin accused Roosevelt of subverting the national interest and
of “selling out the American people to the international bankers.” He
charged that both the League of Nations and the World Court had been
created “for the purpose of preserving by force of arms . . . [their] pluto-
cratic system.” American involvement in the international judicial body
would “lead to the pilfering of Europe’s $12 billion war debt to the
United States, participation in another war, and the destruction of the
American way of life.”?

A flood of telegrams poured forth after the Coughlin attack. By the
time of the vote, over 40,000 had been delivered to the Senate opposing
U.S. participation in the World Court.?® The messages had to be carted in
wheelbarrows to the Senate Office Building. Along with the help of Huey
Long, the Hearst chain of newspapers, and even Will Rogers, the radio
priest had spearheaded a stunning defeat for Roosevelt. Senator Borah, a
leading opponent of the court, wired Coughlin his congratulations: “How
deeply indebted we are to you for the great victory. Thank you again and
again.”?’

In his next radio address, on February 3, the radio priest exulted in
his victory, praising the Hearst newspapers and the group of senators who
had opposed the court, calling them “second only to the . . . stalwart pa-
triots who signed the Declaration of Independence.” Coughlin explained
to his listeners that “through the medium of the radio and the telegram
you possess the power to override the invisible government; to direct
your representatives on individual matters of legislation.”?$

Coughlin’s outcry against the World Court resolution had struck sev-
eral responsive chords in the American consciousness, among them
anger at Europe’s default on World War I debts and fears that European
intrigue would lead to U.S. involvement in another war. One key effect of
the resolution’s rejection was to make isolationist legislation and atti-
tudes more legitimate and to label those who opposed withdrawal from
international cooperation as un-American. The victory engineered by the
radio priest and his allies aroused a dormant but growing opposition that
would act as a brake on many efforts by the Roosevelt administration to
engage in preventive actions against the rising dictators in Europe—
Hitler and Mussolini.

In explaining the reasons for his defeat in the World Court fight, FDR
acknowledged “the deluge of letters, telegrams, Resolutions of Legisla-
tures, and the radio talks of people like Coughlin.” FDR suggested to his
future secretary of war, Henry L. Stimson, that “in normal times the radio



Off the I'DR Bandwagon 65

and other appeals by them [Coughlin and other demagogues] would not
have been effective. However, these are not normal times; people are
jumpy and very ready to run after strange gods.”? A letter sent to FDR’s
key adviser, Louis Howe, from a local party official made this assessment
of the radio priest’s influence:

Say what you please, suppress it as the press had done, the fact is
that the credit or discredit for the defeat of the World Court reso-
lution . . . belongs exclusively to Father Coughlin. . .. Now that
he has achieved such a personal triumph in one of the most im-
portant international matters of this generation, and in a most
spectacular way, having set up the killing job only a few days
ago, he now becomes a bigger menace to the President and to our
government than ever.¥

Flushed with victory over the World Court controversy, Coughlin
now pushed forward in his efforts to restructure the Federal Reserve
banking system, calling for a full takeover of state banks and the creation
of an all-powerful national bank. In early 1935 his drift away from the
Roosevelt administration became more evident. Was he aiming to form a
new political party?

On the evening of May 22, 1935, Coughlin set forth his ideas for the
National Union to an audience at Madison Square Garden. This throng of
enthusiastic listeners was described by the sedate New York Times as a
“reincarnation of the multitude that stormed the old Garden to hear
William Jennings Bryan in his arraignment of the gold standard in
1896.3! Reportedly, 1,160 police were required to keep it in order. The
response was surpassed only by the greeting for Charles Lindbergh after
his historic 1927 flight across the Atlantic. By 9:15 in the evening, 23,000
persons had paid 50 cents admission, including 6,500 people who heard
the speech from the basement. The crowd was described as *“young” and
hailing their “new emancipator,” who set forth his populist manifesto:

One hundred years ago Samuel Morse perfected the telegraph.
This invention plays an important part in the restoration of
democracy of the American people. Real democracy is not only
satisfied to elect suitable representatives to Congress. It is like-
wise interested in the passage of specific legislation. The Na-
tional Union, employing not only the radio, but also utilizing the
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telegraph, or when time permits, the nationally owned post of-
fice, proposes to revive the meaning of democracy as it was con-
ceived by the fathers of this country.2

Coughlin sent a warning specifically to “the persuasive lobbies of the
United States Steel Corporation, of the motor industry, the United States
Chamber of Commerce, of the American Association of Bankers [who
have] kept their professional advocates at Washington.” In a stirring cli-
max, he declared: “Behold those whose feet cluttered the steps of the
White House and of the Capitol. Representatives of wealth, representa-
tion of class legislation! . . . The National Union openly professes that it
is an articulate, organized lobby of the people!”?

The formation of the NUSJ was a significant event, both for the pol-
itics of the day and with regard to the growing importance of mass media
as a social force. It represented not only the fusing of politics with
celebrity but marked the beginning of audience participation, in which
the passive mass became an action group. It would be repeated in the tel-
evangelism of the 1970s and 1980s, in the Moral Majority, and in the po-
litical candidacies of other religious and celebrity figures, such as the
Rev. Pat Robertson.

In February 1935 Frank Murphy, whom FDR had appointed as governor
general of the Philippines, was recalled from his post for a consultation
with the president. Over the next several months, he played a central role
in assessing Charles Coughlin’s ambitions and loyalty to the New Deal.
In his first political fence-mending mission, Murphy met with the priest
at dawn in Detroit, following a meeting of the Michigan Democrats the
evening before. The two met for several hours, including a lunch, and
both tried to put a purely social face on the exchange.

During the next few months, Coughlin seemed to drift further from
the New Deal and more frequently and more openly hinted at a political
break with FDR. On the second anniversary of Roosevelt’s inauguration,
he praised the good intentions of the New Deal while describing it as
“two years of surrender, two years of matching the puerile, puny brains
of idealists against the virile viciousness of business and finance, two
years of economic failure.”* Yet only a week later, the priest declared, “I
still proclaim to you that it is either ‘Roosevelt or Ruin.’ I support him to-
day and will support him tomorrow.” Just a month later, Coughlin warned
his radio listeners of the dictatorial tendencies of the New Deal >
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When Murphy was hospitalized with a serious illness in the late
spring of 1935, Coughlin visited him several times. Murphy then wrote
to FDR’s secretary, Missy Le Hand, that “discordant elements” would,
“beginning about next January get on the Roosevelt bandwagon™ and
Coughlin would “not be aligned with disaffected elements.”*

After he returned to the Philippines in the summer of 1935, Murphy
received a stream of pessimistic political assessments from Charles
Coughlin: “I feel that I should tell you of a few observations. . . . Not one
New England State will go for President Roosevelt. His cause is defi-
nitely lost there. . . . New York is quite hostile, of course. Pennsylvania is
dubious and is swinging away from him. Huey Long can control at least
three States, directing them away from Mr. Roosevelt. . . . Michigan and
Illinois are practically lost to the cause of the Democrats.”¥’

He also suggested deep antipathy toward FDR: “The President’s
policies are un-American. Norman Thomas is a piker compared to Roo-
sevelt. After all, Thomas stands for a poor brand of Russian commu-
nism.” By the end of the summer of 1935, prospects for a reconcilia-
tion with FDR on Coughlin’s part appeared to grow remote. Coughlin
charged that FDR had “broken every promise that he has made . .. he
seeks means and methods closely allied with socialism and commu-
nism. . . . For the most part I shall remain silent until Mr. Roosevelt will
commit himself either to retain or reject the present advisers.”®

Roosevelt had another key channel to the political intentions of
Charles Coughlin: Joseph P. Kennedy. Evidence of a growing friendship
between the two Irish Catholic public figures had been growing since the
first Roosevelt campaign.’® Now, three years later, Kennedy was heading
up a major New Deal agency, the Securities and Exchange Commission,
and was to be one of Roosevelt’s biggest reelection campaigners. He was
also “fascinated by Coughlin’s talent on the radio. He revelled in what
the priest could accomplish. He was intrigued by Coughlin’s use of
power.”40

As Coughlin’s political intentions grew more difficult to assess, FDR
may well have speculated that his two emissaries to Royal Oak were not
achieving their goal. In fact, the more contact each seemed to have with
the priest, the more they were being used to send a message of despair,
and even divisiveness. In one letter, Coughlin alluded to the leftward
trend of the New Deal as a reason that he might not support Roosevelt in
1936, inserting the comment, “Joseph Kennedy agrees with me.” One
day earlier, Kennedy had written to bolster confidence in the president’s
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ability to overcome the climate of criticism emerging in the press around
the country. He added a handwritten note on Coughlin, saying, “I heard
from the Rev. Father this morning and he is more disgusted than ever.”¥!
In turn, in his letter mailed a day later to Frank Murphy, Coughlin men-
tioned an invitation he had received from FDR: “‘P.S’: Will go to Hyde
Park this coming Tuesday to see R. Will let you know results.”?

When Coughlin arrived at about 3:00 A.M. on the morning of Sep-
tember 10, Joe Kennedy met him at the train station. After joining
Kennedy and Coughlin for breakfast, the president came directly to the
point of the meeting: “Cards on the table, Padre. Cards on the table. Why
are you cooling off to me? Why are you criticizing the things I'm do-
ing?"4

Roosevelt had tried to keep Coughlin’s visit a secret, but reporters
got wind of it and in a press conference two days later questioned FDR
about the meeting. “It was a social visit,” declared the president. When
asked about whether there would be a follow-up talk, Roosevelt replied,
“Not that I know of” When queried about Joe Kennedy’s role in the
meeting, FDR answered, “I have no idea, except to act as chauffeur, I
guess. ¥

When asked to stay for dinner by the president on the evening of the
marathon Hyde Park meeting, Coughlin and Kennedy had demurred,
claiming that “they already had made plans to dine with a friend in the
Berkshires.”** What Roosevelt did not know was that the friend, in Great
Barrington, Massachusetts, was a key to bankrolling a potentially power-
ful political challenge to Roosevelt. Coughlin was preparing a third-party
bid.

What transpired at the Hyde Park meeting remains a subject of spec-
ulation. No documentation exists that sheds light on this last effort to
make peace between FDR and Charles Coughlin, who were to become,
in a few months’ time, full-fledged political adversaries.*

Over the years, Coughlin offered a number of versions of the meet-
ing. In one variation, he said that he had been eager to meet with Roo-
sevelt but had been admonished to stay away by his bishop: “I therefore
went immediately to see Gallagher, who gave his consent to the visit.”
Coughlin indicated that Bishop Gallagher gave him a photostatic copy of
a check written to the Mexican Communist party signed by Secretary of
Treasury Henry Morgenthau and was told to ask Roosevelt for an expla-
nation. In the same interview the priest recalled:
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I told him [FDR] that I wasn’t criticizing anything that he was
doing, but only some of the administrators. He said, “Come on,
Padre, the truth.” I said, “We have bad news from Mexico. This
is it”” I took the photostat of the check from my pocket and
showed it to him. As he was looking at it I told him that Michael
Gallagher’s afraid we are going soft on communism.*’

Two years later, Coughlin was interviewed again and asked: “Was
there one thing in particular, one issue or one incident, that caused you to
break with the Roosevelt administration?” He replied:

There was, but I can’t talk about the specific details because there
are some people living that can’t stand this thing. But the fact
was that some evidence had come to the attention of my Bishop
which indicated that certain officials in the Roosevelt admin-
istration were helping the Communist cause overseas. Well,
Bishop Gallagher called me to his home one day, it was in the
summer of 1935, and he said, “Now Charles, you’re through sup-
porting the New Deal and Mr. Roosevelt,” and he showed me the
evidence. [When] we [he and Joe Kennedy] went down to [see]
the President...and...he asked why I hadn’t been around
much, I sort of hemmed and hawed a bit, so finally he told Joe to
“go look at the pigs”—he didn’t have any pigs, of course; it was
just a little joke he used to make. Joe laughed and went out, and
then I showed the President the evidence that Michael Gallagher
had received.*®

A third interview, conducted in 1970, was not meant for publication.
When asked about his break with Roosevelt, he responded:

Well, it happened over this entrance into war. ...l knew we
were going into it. And I was pledged as all those around him to
keep my mouth shut. It was a state secret. . . .

For eight hours that day I sat in with Mr. Roosevelt telling
my version of why we shouldn’t get into this, telling him that
Marxism, no matter what faith it was, would have to explode
against both Christians and Jews. . . .

I also tried to persuade him that if we got in it that it was go-
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ing to be the downfall of the United States and the persecution of
the Jews. ... I says, “Don’t go into this thing because the poor
Jews will be the ones to suffer from this thing and they have suf-
fered enough. You can’t depend on this Marxist thing in Russia
and, as a matter of fact, Nazism is only another breed of Marx-
ism, one’s the left wing and the other’s the right wing of the same
bird of prey. Let them fight it out between them. And I hope they
destroy one another!”4?

There is no way to validate any of the different accounts Coughlin of-
fered his interviewers, although each contains a grain of truth as to
the issues that divided the priest and FDR. No documentation for the
“Mexican check” exists; the matter may at best be attributed to Roo-
sevelt’s friendly relations with the Mexican government, whose anticler-
ical policies at the time rankled many Catholics. And certainly the issue
of avoiding U.S. involvement in Europe’s problems was a major focus of
the radio priest’s politics, already evident in the World Court fight. In his
comments to interviewer Eric Thuma in 1970, Coughlin does reveal one
of his most frequently asserted rationales for his obsession with the role
of Jews in world affairs and his alleged desire to protect them from unjust
persecution.

Two months after his meeting with Roosevelt, Coughlin expressed
anger over the direction FDR was taking. Writing to Frank Murphy in the
Philippines, he recounted, “I was down to see Mr. Roosevelt and spent
eight hours with him during which time I did most of the talking.” Before
his meeting with FDR, Coughlin’s criticism to Murphy had carried a note
of overconfidence that suggested the New Deal was about to collapse.
Now added to the drumbeat of attack was a note of cynical, almost para-
noid resignation that the New Deal would be taken over by subversive
forces: “I sincerely fear that Mr. Roosevelt . . . will be re-elected unless
an unforeseen miracle occurs.” Coughlin went on to warn Murphy “of a
plot {to] insure an FDR victory for the purpose of ruining him en-
tirely . .. and the rest of the Jews who surround him.”5?

Coughlin and FDR met once again, and for the last time, early in
1936. It was obvious, however, that their final break had occurred at that
Hyde Park meeting the previous fall. On November 17, 1935, the New
York Times had carried the headline story: “Coughlin Breaks with Roo-
sevelt.”
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“ Know the Pulse
of the People”

After reading and hearing many of his [Coughlin’s]
speeches, | am struck by their technical similarity to those of
Hitler. . . . Like Hitler’s the priest’s speeches tap the under-
lying prejudices of listeners.

Raymond Gram Swing, Forerunners of American Fascism

F THERE WAS GOING to be a serious third-party challenge to FDR in the

1936 presidential campaign, the radio priest would need to call on his
Wall Street crowd contacts in order to provide at least the initial funding
for such a grandiose undertaking.

Following the daylong meeting between FDR and Charles Coughlin,
the president suggested that his two visitors stay overnight. The priest de-
murred, indicating that he and Joe Kennedy had an appointment “with a
friend in Great Barrington.” This friend, an obscure figure, would be
mentioned only once in the national media, at the very close of the radio
priest’s political career. In April 1942, the mysterious backer was called
to testify before a federal grand jury investigating charges of sedition
against Coughlin. Until then, Francis Keelon had managed to keep his
media profile restricted to the local papers or to obscure references in the
national press.

Keelon not only bankrolled Coughlin in his 1936 political campaign
but was at the very center of the priest’s career from the moment they first
became acquainted, on an ocean voyage in 1932. In those early days,
Keelon’s home was often discussed in the New England media. The
Berkshire Courier wrote in September 1935:

71
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Father Coughlin arrived Tuesday evening after spending the day
in conference with President Roosevelt. ... About 9:00...a
movie camera sound truck established what appeared to be a
movie studio in the Keelon living room. A battery of strong
lights were set up, a movie camera, ponderous in size, mounted
on a tripod, and extensive sound apparatus was hauled in, so that
Father Coughlin could tell the world by means of newsreel of his
tribute to [Huey] Long.'

Calling Coughlin “one of the most distinguished visitors to the Berk-
shires in recent years,” the local newspaper made the most of its story,
yet over the next several days, local reporters frustratingly failed to dis-
cover the details of the continuing conference inside Keelon's estate,
Hilltop.

Tracking Coughlin from Boston to Great Barrington, reporters from
national syndicates converged on the Keelon estate but learned that no
one had been at the house for days. On another occasion they found two
visitors present—Thomas O’Brien of Massachusetts and Congressman
William Lemke of North Dakota—and conjectured that these individuals
would “figure prominently in the political news of the country during the
coming year.”? In fact, both would head the national presidential ticket
for a Coughlin-inspired political party.

Francis Keelon was one of a number of self-made entrepreneurs
whom Coughlin was drawn to in his public career but whose background
and business dealings were often less than sterling. He was at one time a
vice president of Irving Trust and had a seat on the stock exchange at a
very young age. His financial career was mercurial.’ Joanna Keelon de-
scribed her half-brother as a “person who didn’t talk very much” and

“who always looked sort of angry. ... Frank was not affectionate or
warm. ... He had...a superiority complex....I couldn’t talk to
him. . . . I was afraid of him.™

Joanna was a houseguest at the several estates owned by her brother,
including Hilltop, overlooking Lake Mansfield. Sold to Keelon in April
1935, the seventy-five acre estate had a large colonial home, stables, and
servants’ quarters. The builder and first owner had been one of the de-
signers of the Chicago World’s Fair in 1933. Joanna referred to the home
as “Coughlin’s House.” She described her brother as signing the mort-
gage and deed of ownership, with the radio priest being a silent partner.”

There was a special feature in the study, beyond the fireplace against
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which Coughlin casually leaned as he hosted the impromptu press con-
ference in the first days that his Union party was born. On one occasion,
according to Joanna, her brother Dale “told me after we had come back
from a swim at the lake, ‘I want to show you something, but don’t tell
anybody that I did it.” So he took me into the library. Then he goes over
to the fireplace and presses something. And all of a sudden all the books
[across the wall] open up, and what’s there? An altar. A Catholic altar
with candles, everything! And then Dale says to me: ‘This is where
Charles says Mass when we’re too drunk to go down to the church!’ . ..
He [Francis Keelon] and Charlie said Mass many times when he was
stinking drunk !

Joanna remembers one particular weekend at Hilltop that shocked
her and raises a key question about Coughlin and fascism in America.
She recalls a guest who said, ** ‘What a shame, Jews are walking around,
free to enjoy this country!’ . . . They said Hitler was the greatest man that
every lived. ... So I'm the only one around that didn’t like Hitler. . ..
They had a German flag there, draped over a table, the German flag!™”

As the key 1936 campaign decisions were formulated in both major
political parties, a Republican party supporter wrote to a top aide of for-
mer president Hoover that *“the day of machine politics is over. Mus-
solini, Stalin or Hitler did not arrive by way of an organization, and in
this country Father Coughlin has shown the futility of the so-called orga-
nized parties.”® In such a pessimistic climate, Coughlin thrived as a bor-
rower, improvisor, and spontaneous promoter. He sensed the country’s
malaise and walked a careful line between openly embracing any foreign
ideology and attacking others for having done so. The restless emotion-
alism of his career was a logic that defied conventional political catego-
rization.

Despite the New Deal, a powerful wind blew from Europe across the na-
tional political landscape—a rumor that democracy had failed, that it was
outmoded, that new “isms” must be the basis for solving the economic
and social problems of the country. There was what bordered on hysteria
about the fragile future of the American way of life. One of the best-
selling books that year, It Can’t Happen Here, written by Sinclair Lewis,
was a fictionalized account describing how America might become a fas-
cist dictatorship in the wake of the 1936 presidential election.® Popular
journalist and radio commentator Raymond Gram Swing’s Forerunners
of American Fascism was a nonfiction book with a similar message.
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Swing cited Coughlin and Huey Long as two of the most dangerous an-
tidemocratic figures on the contemporary political stage.'”

Could America be an exception, or would it succumb to the viruses
infecting Europe? The alienation emerging in American society toward
established parties and politicians—what historian Arthur Schlesinger,
Jr., called “rumblings in the night”"—spoke of American fascism. Often
the argument was presented in terms of inevitable choice: communism or
fascism. Harvard-educated Lawrence Dennis first wrote of the defects of
America’s economic system in 1932 in Is Capitalism Doomed? followed
four years later by The Coming American Fascism, which argued “that
only under a disciplined central state could the evils of finance be cur-
tailed and the folly of a collectivist economy avoided.” He saw 1936 as
the year in which a “substantial number of the in-elite, adopting a clear-
cut fascist ideology, could easily unite under a common political ban-
ner . . . the out-elite and the masses in a movement along orderly and
nonviolent lines of procedure to effect the most desirable sort of fascist
revolution conceivable.”!! In describing fascism as superior to both
communism and liberalism, Dennis cited “Coughlin and his League for
Social Justice . . . [as] both humane and helpful [in demanding the cor-
rection of] the injustices of the present social situation.”!?

Critics of the New Deal and of FDR saw the large-scale efforts to
bring government into the economic sphere as sure signs of socialism.
Regulation of business through production quotas and price setting
smacked of Italian fascism, with its integration of business, labor, and
centralized governmental coordination. For FDR and the country as a
whole, 1935 and 1936 would bring a welter of new movements and new
challenges, and the era would give birth to the term “lunatic fringe.”!?

Father Coughlin’s unconventional mass support raised fears about
his political goals. Many on the political left viewed him as representing
the threat of fascism. In a March 1935 national radio address, New Deal
official General Hugh Johnson told Coughlin: “Someone sent me a par-
allel of what both you and Adolf Hitler proposed and preached and they
are as alike as peas in a pod. As a foreign-born you could not be president
but you could be a Reichsfiihrer—just as the Austrian Adolf became dic-
tator of Germany. . . . You have not chosen the swastika. You have a more
sacred device. . . . No swastikas for Nazis—but a cross!”*

Because of an equal-time agreement at NBC, the vituperative verbal
sparring match between Johnson and Coughlin lasted for several weeks.
Whether FDR had officially sanctioned the attacks on Coughlin is not
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known, but the exchange certainly seemed like a trial balloon. Johnson’s
mudslinging provided an opportunity for Coughlin to paint himself as a
victim of an establishment smear: “The moneychangers have . . . mar-
shalled their forces behind the leadership of a chocolate soldier for the
purpose of driving a priest out of public affairs.”"!>

Even some of Coughlin’s followers found his pronouncements men-
acing. One disillusioned backer wrote to him in March 1935, “I fail
to see . .. more than sheer destructive criticism in your utterances. . . .
The mask is becoming dangerously apparent. The tone, as well as the
substance of your speeches is . . . more fascistic than truly democratic.”'®
And Ruth Mugglebee, in a second edition of her biography, expressed the
fear that Coughlin had become “a highly dangerous leader of the mob.”!”
Among the public as a whole too, criticism spread from the left to others.
New Deal critic Westbrook Pegler called the National Union for Social
Justice a “one-man organization subject to the same personal dictation as
Hitler’s Nazis and Mussolini’s Fascists.”'8

The vagueness of goals and Coughlin’s tightly held power suggested
to many that the NUSJ was an authoritarian enterprise strongly reminis-
cent of European fascism. In June 1935, the priest declared, while testi-
fying in Congress, that “if Congress fails to carry through the President’s
suggestions, [ foresee a revolution far greater than the French Revolu-
tion.” Was he suggesting an end to democratic government? In an exten-
sive interview defending the NUSJ as democratic, Coughlin denied such
accusations: “Is it fascist in form? Absolutely not! . . . Just how the Na-
tional Union will function is being developed according to the multitude
of circumstances determining conditions in each district. . . . But we re-
ject atheistic communism! We disavow racial Hitlerism! We do not ac-
cept fascism!”"?

Coughlin freely acknowledged his one-man rule over he NUSJ. He
appointed the executive board, wrote the constitution, drafted resolu-
tions, proposed legislation, established committees, dictated the rules
and regulations, and appointed the national officers.?’ Initially, he stated,
“I am the Union for Social Justice.”?' To maintain tight control over local
units of NUSJ, he empowered himself and his appointed trustees with in-
contestable authority to expel anyone from the organization, a position he
Justified by saying that he wanted only *“those who will support our prin-
ciples at all times.”?* But he described his position as only temporary, un-
til the NUSJ could hold a national convention, which it did in the summer
of 1936.
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Coughlin drew to his side a number of talented political publicists and or-
ganizers. One of them was Philip Cortelyan Johnson, who saw in the ra-
dio priest a focus for his own emotional and intellectual drive. In later
decades, Johnson would achieve success as one of the world’s most
renowned architects. When in league with Coughlin, he acted as both po-
litical organizer and strategist: seeking the advancement of the leader he
thought could solve America’s economic problems.

Born into wealth—his family’s business was the White Sewing
Machine Company of Cleveland—Johnson graduated from Harvard in
1930 with a degree in fine arts. In searching for meaning and focus in
his life at a time of social upheaval, Johnson was still unsure of his future
profession. During several summers in the 1930s, the young student
took time away from his graduate studies to travel across Europe, where
he heard Hitler speak. He became so enamored of European right-
wing trends that in December 1934, he, along with his friend Alan
Blackburn, formed the National party. The New York Herald Tribune
noted, “Gray shirts are worn at meetings, but Mr. Johnson sternly de-
nies any Fascist leanings. The party has about 100 members. ... The
aims of the party seem to be to provide an entirely new form of govern-
ment.’?}

The National party proved unable to attract any significant interest,
though, so Johnson went south to Louisiana, where he worked on behalf
of Huey Long. When the maverick political figure was assassinated in
September 1935, Johnson and Blackburn traveled to Royal Oak “because
he [Coughlin] seemed the most dynamic populist at the time.”?*

Coughlin began publishing a nationally circulated weekly newspa-
per, Social Justice, in March 1936 and asked to do some writing and
serve as a National Union campaign organizer. Johnson recalls preparing
“his big rallies. . . . The largest he ever had was in Chicago. . . . The great
[Soldier’s] field was so crowded you couldn’t move. . . . Of course the
police were all pro-Coughlin, especially the Irish. We said, ‘We want the
sirens and all the trimmings,’ so we went into Chicago with sirens blast-
ing! We had a photograph of Father Coughlin sixty feet high. That was
our high point.”

“When he spoke it was a thrill like Hitler. And, the magnetism was
uncanny. . . . The excitement was . . . it was like getting drunk. I try to
think what it was like then. It was so intoxicating, there’s no use saying
what he talked about. . .. The yelling and screaming drowned out any
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rock concert you ever heard of. ... The days were so heady that. ..
that’s the part I cannot transfer to my friends of the public today. That
feeling of tension that we all felt, and the great relief that a great orator
could impart to us.”26

With an audience in the tens of millions, several million of whom the
radio priest claimed were enrolled in the NUSJ, speculation about
Coughlin’s role in the 1936 presidential election became an almost daily
obsession of news journalists. Rumors that the priest might make a bid
for the presidency surfaced but were quickly scotched by the recognition
that his Canadian birth prevented any direct line to the White House. Yet
with the backing of a cadre of wealthy individuals such as Francis
Keelon, the nickname for Coughlin’s weekly broadcast, “The Hour of
Power,” took on a menacing aura. To his opponents, the radio priest was
Rasputinesque. FDR even conducted a secret survey of Coughlin’s finan-
cial sources and toyed with the idea of challenging the priest’s natural-
ization as a U.S. citizen.?’

As the 1936 presidential election campaign began to heat up, two
major questions were on the minds of American political observers and,
in particular, leaders of both major parties: Would Coughlin act on ru-
mored plans for a third political party? (signs pointed clearly to yes), and,
Who would his allies be? As befit his “both ends against the middle” role,
Father Coughlin sought out and, in turn, was wooed by groups across the
entire political spectrum, Republicans and conservatives included.

Coughlin painted a picture of a titanic struggle between himself and
Roosevelt, and he sought allies among the president’s political enemies,
all now united in bitter opposition to FDR’s bid for a second term. He ral-
lied his followers—1.2 million of them NUSJ members—and steered
them between Democrats and Republicans, attacking both parties as ser-
vants of the “money changers.”?8

Although the NUSJ was organized on the basis of congressional dis-
tricts, Coughlin steadfastly denied any desire to form the organization
into a political party:

If we planned to be a political party we would plan to place can-
didates in the field for congressional office. This is foreign to the
concept of the National Union. . .. As a matter of fact we seek
no candidate for political office. Candidates must seek us. We be-
lieve in perfecting the two main political parties in this nation.
We believe in rescuing them from the ward heelers and the un-
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seen rulers of the financial world. We do not believe in establish-
ing a third or fourth party which would only succeed in adding
confusion to confusion.?®

Coughlin was now close to playing the role he had most relished four
years earlier: arbiter of the fortunes of both major political parties. This
did not in fact occur, but he was able to fashion an amazing piece of the-
ater in 1936. The plot unfolded as a play in three acts. First was an en-
nobling effort to escape tawdry political parties. The middle act was a
virtual one-man show that seemed, even to many previous admirers, a
selfish exercise in megalomania. Act 3 featured a Hamlet-like detach-
ment from a political creation that, when failing to achieve its promise,
caused its star protagonist to retreat into a martyred state of despair.

As his public identification with the New Deal waned, Coughlin
sought common ground with one of the most reactionary organizations in
the nation, the Liberty League. Funded and organized by bankers, indus-
trialists, and the wealthy, this group had been lambasted by the radio
priest in October 1934 for “seeking the destruction of the New Deal.”
Coughlin had said that the Liberty League was ‘“‘the mouthpiece of
bankers, one of whose officers profiteered on shells and munitions as his
agent went about the world stirring up war in the name of peace.”* Yet
by the spring of 1936, rumors of a Liberty League—Coughlin alliance had
reached the press:

Although no responsible leader dignifies the [Liberty] League
candidacy . . . it has sent the high command into a state of jitters.
They shudder at the thought that an [Al] Smith-[William] Coha-
lan, [Richard] Colby revolt may swing millions of Democratic
conservatives against the New Deal. ... But plans are under
way to nail the protest of the Liberty Leaguers against FDR’s
renomination. According to talk in hotel lobbies, ex-justice Co-
halan . . . is Father Coughlin’s legal adviser in New York. Key
Democrats say they have legal and political evidence that Mr.
Cohalan is closely associated with the Detroit priest.’!

One of the most fascinating and least publicized political machina-
tions of the 1936 election season was Coughlin’s flirtation with a poten-
tial Republican candidate whom the priest had four years earlier labeled
the Archangel of Wall Street: Herbert Hoover. Despite the obvious ideo-
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logical and personality differences between the two men—taciturn
Hoover had muttered his deep antipathy to the priest to his closest inti-
mates, who had attributed to Coughlin a major role in defeating their can-
didate—a courting process took place between Coughlin and the backers
of the ex-president. In presenting himself to the Hoover forces, Coughlin
sought to remake his image from one of leftist radical to “Mr. Republi-
can.”

In mid-May 1936, Coughlin told reporters he foresaw no third polit-
ical party and had no personal interest in one: “Such an organization
would be merely a gathering of malcontents with personal grudges to
bear.” Yet interviewed on May 27, he hinted at a political conversion, in-
dicating that “the only hope for saving America lay in a ‘renovated Re-
publican Party.’” He added that “only if the GOP frontrunner, [Alf]
Landon, won the nomination even that hope would be lost and that the
NUSJ would be forced to concentrate activities in Congress and wait un-
til 1940 for any effort to influence the presidential election.” On the same
day, he told the New York Sun that “a renovated Republican Party pos-
sessing a contrite heart for its former misdeeds and an honest standard-
bearer in whom [ could repose complete confidence are all that are
necessary to convert this nation from ruinous Rooseveltism.” A week
later, he reiterated the key theme of his political respectability: “Christ
would advocate what I am advocating; if I am a radical Christ is a radi-
cal!”%

A number of Republican stalwarts wanted to co-opt Coughlin, a
strategy with an advantage to their party—either as a way to capture his
constituency or to take the limelight away from him. Yet there were dan-
gers inherent in adopting Coughlin, as FDR and his advisers had discov-
ered following the 1932 election. One Hoover backer wrote in 1935, “It
would certainly seem that Huey Long and Father Coughlin have become
a real menace to the Administration; but it would also seem like playing
with nitroglycerin to lend them any encouragement in the hope that as a
result of their opposition a conservative will come to power.”* Still,
some of Hoover’s advisers pressed on. Wrote one of them:

It was a great mistake to ignore Father Coughlin. Believe it or
not, it is my firm conviction that any candidate that Father
Coughlin puts his thumbs down on will have one hell of a time
electing himself, and to that end I have always wished that Mr.
Hoover would say some little thing in approbation. . . . [He]
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might well say that if . .. Coughlin is doing anything, he is
teaching the American people to think for themselves. ...
would not care in what manner he endorses . . . but [ am sure that
some slight endorsement of that kind would change the opinion
of Mr. Hoover among ten or twelve million voters and certainly
that portion that was Catholic.*

As the Republican strategy for the upcoming party convention crys-
tallized, backdoor negotiations began in earnest between Herbert Hoover
and Charles Coughlin. Through mutual friends, the former president’s
aides began to approach the radio priest directly. One intermediary, in a
memo to Hoover, summarized Coughlin’s position as he understood it:
“Roosevelt is positively communistic and must be removed. Our troubles
are not from the capitalistic system but from errors made which can be
rectified, and Republicans are best to do it.” The priest was said to be “ir-
revocably against Roosevelt and Landon...if Landon is nominated
[FDR’s campaign manager Jim Farley’s] dream will be realized, as they
know they can blow him out of the water and lick him easily.” Coughlin
was also quoted as saying, “Mr. Hoover . . . is absolutely sincere,” but ac-
knowledging that Mr. Hoover “will have a job getting action at the con-
vention.” Indeed that was the case.

Without any opposition, the Republicans nominated Alf Landon as
their 1936 presidential standard-bearer. Only after did even a suggestion
of the Coughlin-Hoover alliance leak out. Under the heading *‘Strange
Bedfellows,” Drew Pearson reported that “Coughlin told his friends that
moments before Hoover’s speech at the Republican Convention . . . the
priest had received two long-distance telephone calls from the ex-Presi-
dent.” According to Pearson, Coughlin was told that Hoover “was going
to blast the Federal Reserve System as revised by the New Deal Banking
Act of 1935. At the last minute, however, Hoover changed his mind . . .
and deleted all references to the radio priest’s pet hate.””%

It is difficult to judge how serious Coughlin was about his overtures
to Hoover or, for that matter, whether campaign strategists for the former
president felt capable of effectively co-opting the radio priest. There is
also the exaggeration always present in Coughlin’s recounting of events
to both friends and foes. Coughlin, in the last years of his life, offered ef-
fusive praise of Hoover, and even claimed that they had met in a face-to-
face discussion during his presidency, much as the priest had done with
FDR.V
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How can we explain the strange bedfellows of 1936? The flirtation
that Coughlin engaged in might have seemed inconsistent to many, just
plain expedient to others, an ideological sellout to his followers. Such
views fail to consider that from the earliest days of his fame, Coughlin
declared himself to be above conventions of ordinary politics and to have
entered that arena not as simply another competing figure but as someone
who had higher goals. Fighting against the World Court, for example, he
worked closely with the right-wing William Randolph Hearst. Coughlin
was a bit ahead of his time in splitting his ticket—that is, supporting is-
sues identified with the traditional left (cheap currency and controls on
the economic elite) while also favoring ideas of the traditional right
(“America First” foreign policy and a kind of ultranationalism focused on
white Christian ethnicity). Given his unorthodox attacking of both left
and right while borrowing from each, the radio priest was a free pragma-
tist, and as one who held no elective office and was responsible only to
himself, his church, and his army of supporters, he was doubly free.

In his search for an alliance with his former political foe in the
months preceding the 1936 presidential campaign, Coughlin assured
Herbert Hoover’s representatives that his NUSJ would remain “inde-
pendent of [the followers of the deceased] Huey Long and other radical
groups.” Moreover, he had “already rejected bids from them.” With re-
gard to a third-party move if the Republicans failed to nominate an accept-
able candidate, Coughlin equivocated, saying that “he hoped it would not
be necessary.”8 In fact, he was already well along the road to forming an
alliance with two individuals and their attendant supporters that would
give the election of 1936 the flavor of a battle over the American political
system.
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“Two and a Half
Rival Messiahs”

According to advices [sic] received today from persons close
to Father Coughlin, I learn that his primary purpose . . . is to
test the strength of his movement. He has no hope of win-
ning but is willing to sacrifice some of his followers in order
to prove his political power.

A party official to FDR, June 22, 1936

WITH THE ASSASSINATION of Huey Long in September 1935, the most
serious threat of a fringe political movement challenging the Roo-
sevelt administration had been removed. Like Coughlin, Long had been
a close ally of FDR but had broken with him over a range of issues,
mainly the Louisiana “Kingfish’s” plan for the redistribution of private
wealth.

Long’s grandiose plan called for a drastic form of graduated income
tax. After a taxpayer earned $1 million, strict limits would be placed on
his or her individual wealth and inheritance—what was called a ““capital
levy tax.” At the $8 million level, the levy would be 100 percent. “No one
would have much more than three or four million dollars to the person.”!
In February 1934, Huey Long had announced the formation of Share Our
Wealth clubs. This new grassroots political organization would develop
on a national scale what Long had created within Louisiana: “a wide-
spread network of supporters with whom he could retain constant com-
munication” and which formed the basis of a new political party. The
local clubs would serve as the vehicle for lobbying on behalf of the new
system of tax codes—*the Long Plan.”?

82
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While several former aides to the slain leader fought over control of
the spoils and influence systems that Long had built up, one individual
declared himself heir to perhaps the most valuable property in the legacy:
the national network of Share Our Wealth clubs, which he had estab-
lished from California to the Deep South in the last two years of his life.
The man in question had been one of his bodyguards and was an or-
dained Protestant preacher with a reputation for rabble-rousing oratory
that was without rival anywhere else in the country. His name was Ger-
ald L. [Lyman] K. [Kenneth] Smith.?

Despite Smith’s claims to inheriting Huey Long’s legacy, he found
himself in a power struggle with other associates of the late political wiz-
ard. By the spring of 1936 most of the Share Our Wealth clubs had dis-
banded.*

Before Huey Long’s assassination, fears that he and Coughlin might
forge a political alliance were of serious concern to FDR and his en-
tourage. The two, though not close friends, had met several times, and
since both had defected from the New Deal, it seemed likely that they
would find common cause.> With Long’s death, the threat of a powerful
rural southern and urban Catholic populist revolt diminished.® Would
Smith and Coughlin revive that possibility? When asked in 1970 by
Coughlin biographer Sheldon Marcus how they first met, Smith recalled
it had been arranged by Robert Harriss, who knew Huey Long and was a
key adviser to Coughlin.” The priest later told one interviewer that Smith
“frightened” him, and to another interviewer he characterized Smith as
a “viper...a leech ... who was anti-Christian, anti-semitic and anti-
God.”® Mutually suspicious from the beginning of their association in
1936, Charles Coughlin and Gerald Smith were soon competing for hon-
ors as the best crowd-arousing orators in the nation.

Both men were joined in the “lunatic fringe” protest politics of the
moment by a third, and incongruent, personality, Dr. Francis E.
Townsend. Tall, gaunt, and white haired, Townsend was a physician in
his sixties whose mild demeanor contrasted sharply with the flamboy-
ance of his two partners. The three would form a brief and uneasy al-
liance.

Townsend had developed a rapidly growing national movement cen-
tered on the needs of the elderly. As he recounted it later, he was shaving
one day in 1933 when he saw three elderly women sifting through
garbage bags in his alley for food: “A torrent of invectives tore at me . . .
the big blast of all the bitterness that had been building in me for
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years. . . . | want all the neighbors to hear me. . . . | want God Almighty
to hear me! I’m going to shout until the whole country hears!”® Thus was
born, or so the self-proclaimed leader alleged, what was to be the
Townsend Old Age Revolving Pension Fund.

Townsend proposed that the crisis of the depression and the prob-
lems of the elderly could be alleviated in one bold stroke: everyone over
age sixty would be provided with a monthly federal pension of $150
(later changed to $200), on the condition that the money was spent right
away and thereby used to pump up the economy. A nationwide transac-
tions tax on retail and wholesale purchases would finance the system. Al-
though the idea was not new, local Townsend Clubs quickly spread the
concept across the country, and the Townsend National Weekly began
publication in 1935 to further the aims of the movement.

Townsend began mobilizing his supporters for an assault on the U.S.
Congress, since the Roosevelt administration strongly opposed the plan.
But when the proposal was introduced in the House, backers failed to win
a roll-call vote. Fearful of being identified as blockers of the plan, two
hundred representatives had absented themselves when the issue came
up. Despite this early 1935 defeat, the Townsend Clubs continued to
grow and remain strong.

In public, Townsend professed ignorance about Father Coughlin and
his movement. In fact, Townsend had written to the priest early in 1935
and, after receiving an invitation in the fall of the year, traveled to Royal
Oak.!?

Smith, Townsend, and Coughlin all espoused common themes and
drew their support from segments of American society that felt their in-
terests were being ignored in Washington. Each man built his platform on
the shared thread of the populist credo: economic elites in finance and
banking were exploiting the average citizen. All three were united in their
opposition to the Roosevelt administration, and for that reason alone, an
alliance seemed inevitable.

Between the fall of 1935 and mid-1936, the NUSJ, with the help of
Townsend and Smith and many financial backers, became the Union
party—perhaps more accurately described as the “Stop Roosevelt” party.
Smith contended that “FDR’s campaign manager, Jim Farley, had driven
him, Townsend, and Coughlin to ‘congeal under a leadership with
guts.” "1

As the name implied, the Union party was an amalgam of the social
movements of all three demagogues, each of whose power rested on the
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intense loyalty of his supporters (though the Townsend Clubs continued
as a separate set of local units). Other dissident organizations participated
as well: the Farm-Labor party in Minnesota and the remnants of the Pro-
gressive party of Robert La Follette of Wisconsin. These were virtually
all of the outsiders in 1936, except for the more traditional leftist social-
ist groups and the Communist party, which had no interest in joining the
new radicals. Norman Thomas, perennial candidate of the Socialist party,
characterized the Union party as “two and a half rival messiahs plus one
ambitious politician plus some neopopulists plus a platform which re-
minds me of the early efforts of Hitler.”!2

From the outset, however, competing egos made practical coordina-
tion within the party a difficult, if not impossible, obstacle to overcome.
Apart from mass rallies at which the face of unity prevailed, dark shad-
ows of distrust and lack of mutual support plagued the Union party en+
terprise.'?

At the beginning of 1936, before the party was formed, both the
Townsendites and the Coughlinites had political strength. A Gallup sur-
vey, the first of its kind, in the spring of 1936 indicated a support level of
over 7 percent for both. Candidates endorsed by the NUSJ won primaries
for congressional races in Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New York.
Townsend supporters endorsed representatives who won across the na-
tion, including in Michigan. But one race above all others stood out. In
Michigan, there was one individual whose bid for the U.S. Senate caused
both major political parties to take serious note of the potential of the
newly forming Union party. His name was Louis Ward.

Ward played the part of a faithful Macduff to Charles Coughlin’s
Macbeth. He was a diminutive man whose barrel-waisted form was
punctuated by a ubiquitous cigar planted in the corner of his mouth. A
business consultant by trade, he wrote the first and only official biogra-
phy of the radio priest and labored tirelessly to advance the political for-
tunes of the Royal Oak cleric. He personally entered several election
campaigns as a candidate for public office and in 1936 came within a few
thousand votes of becoming the Republican nominee for U.S. senator in
Michigan.

Ward was widely recognized as the Washington lobbyist for the radio
priest. He was also among the small circle of intermediaries between
Henry Ford and Charles Coughlin. One of his publicity contracts in-
cluded writing and editing a publication aimed at undermining the UAW-
CIO, entitled the Independent Ford Worker. Ward was well paid, and
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always in cash.'* For a short time in 1940, the publicist-writer was editor
of Coughlin’s newspaper, Social Justice.'> Among his public-relations
clients was the powerful Michigan Milk Producers Association.'® Ward is
probably best known, however, for a report on automobile production
that still bears his name, Ward’s Automotive Report.

We can only guess at what motivated Ward to serve the career of
Charles Coughlin so loyally. Most likely, Ward hitched his wagon to a
rising media star because he admired this fellow supersalesman and be-
cause he saw an extraordinary opportunity to shape a talent that needed
guidance. Religious devotion may also have played a role. Perhaps only
in America could a talented public relations man serve his professional
goals well and at the same time respond to a deeply felt spiritual obedi-
ence.!?

Ward was a college graduate who had taught high school history and
government for four years in Albany, New York. After serving in World
War I, he joined the Theodore A. McMannis advertising firm, one of the
most successful and prestigious in the nation, and in 1933 he struck out
on his own, establishing himself as a business consultant.

Ward, whom Coughlin described in a 1970 interview as having been
one of the best statistical research men in the country, provided data uti-
lized in many of the radio priest’s broadcasts. Even during the Hoover
administration there is evidence that Ward was a key idea man for
Coughlin, informing his discussions of international trade and debt is-
sues. This meant serving as a direct link to members of Congress and the
White House staff. During his first hundred days, Roosevelt told Cough-
lin that he would welcome a comprehensive piece of labor legislation.
The priest told Louis Ward, who recruited a team of lawyers to draft a
bill.'

Between 1933 and 1936, Ward developed a variety of legislative pro-
posals and testified before several congressional committees as the chief
lobbyist for the NUSJ. His methods were not always aboveboard. In the
case of the Frazier-Lemke farm mortgage bill of 1936, an irate Secretary
Mclntyre wrote:

Mr. Ward, Father Coughlin’s right-hand man, came in to see
me. . . . Mr. Ward stated, “Look me in the eye—you know I have
never resorted to blackmail.” Then he added that he was able to
keep “him” in line last Sunday night but would not answer for
him next Sunday. . . . I told him that I agreed he had not resorted
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to blackmail before, but having reached the mature age of fifty-
seven years, I do not react to even suggestions of it. I was not a
damn bit interested in a thing he had to say.'

Ward left the capital in late July 1936 while Congress was still in ses-
sion, replaced by another, former advertising man, Fred Collins, so that
Ward could prepare a run for the U.S. Senate. Filing in the Democratic
primary meant challenging a prominent incumbent, James Couzens, and
a popular member of Congress, Prentiss M. Brown. Yet contrary to the
prediction of political pundits, Ward made the nomination race a close
one. When the results were tabulated, Ward trailed by only 3,799 votes.
(Ward reentered the race in the fall as the standard-bearer of Coughlin’s
new third party. He lost by an enormous margin, polling only 50,000
votes out of a total of 1 million cast.)

In the spring of 1936, following Ward’s strong showing in the primary,
the Union party had to make its most critical decision: Whom would it
run at the head of its ticket? For Coughlin and Ward, such a decision
would follow weeks of uncertainty as to whether there would be any na-
tional campaign. Then on June 19, two weeks after denying he had any
intention of doing so, Coughlin announced the formation of the party and
named the presidential candidate: William Lemke. During the first week
of June, the radio priest had written to the North Dakota congressman
and boastfully announced the birth of the new organization; it took short
work to convince Lemke to join.

Among reporters, the joke was that the new third party had held its
nominating convention in a telephone booth. There had been a flurry of
calls between the radio priest and Lemke. On June 8, the priest wrote to
Lemke saying: “In due time I will send you the name of our new presi-
dential candidates.” When it turned out to be Lemke himself, the con-
gressman was pleased but at first demurred, suggesting Coughlin himself
should be the new presidential candidate.

William Lemke finally announced his candidacy on June 20: “I have
accepted the challenge of the reactionary elements of both old parties. I
will run for the presidency of the United States as the candidate of the
Union Party, which I am instrumental in establishing officially.” Lemke
indicated that a national convention would be held in Cleveland “some-
time in August” and that it would be a “mass convention similar to the
one at which Lincoln launched his party.”?! Despite his optimism, Gallup
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polls were already showing a waning of support for the new third party.
January’s rating of 4.6 percent for Coughlin and Townsend had declined
to 2.5 percent for the Union party by May, but rose again 5.0 percent in
late August.

Said one biographer of Lemke, “He seemed to be the personification
of middle-class America.” Born in Minnesota, he grew up in a small
farming town in North Dakota. He overcame the loss of an eye and even-
tually graduated from Yale Law School. Early in his political career,
Lemke was removed from office during a banking scandal in 1921. The
following year, he ran for governor and lost, but a decade later, he had re-
built his political career and was elected to the House of Representatives
as an ardent New Dealer. He cosponsored several bills to ameliorate
agrarian problems, one of which bore his name.??

One historian has described the Union candidate as “amiable, fond of
chihuahuas and gladioli, his face freckled by the Dakota sun and pitted
by smallpox.”?® Gerald L.K. Smith recalled his party’s candidate as “a
complete composite of unattractiveness. He looked like a hayseed. He
wore a cap. He was not eloquent and all he could talk about was money
and agriculture.”?* Lemke took pride in acting and looking the part of a
farmer. “Often he wore unpressed suits in Congress, and his twangy
voice emerged through a day or two’s growth of beard. A devout Lutheran,
[he] neither drank nor smoked.”?

The decision to run was Lemke’s, but both the platform and the
choice of vice-presidential running mate—Congress Thomas O’ Brien of
Massachusetts—were dictated by Coughlin. Candidate Lemke con-
tributed $5,000 of his own funds toward the campaign.

Lemke clearly lacked charisma and speaking prowess and instead
appeared the very epitome of a shy farm boy. (A popular joke explained
Lemke’s campaign slogan of “Liberty Bell Bill” by noting that both were
cracked.) When the Townsend movement held its convention during Au-
gust 1936 in Cleveland, Lemke was vastly overshadowed in the display
put on by Gerald Smith and Charles Coughlin. The two clergymen-in-
politics engaged in an oratorical duel, with the judgment being that Smith
won. In his famous evaluation of the proceedings, H. L. Mencken wrote:
“[Smith is] the greatest rabble-rouser since Peter the Hermit.. . the
gustiest and goriest, the loudest and the lustiest, the deadliest and damn-
dest ever heard on this or any other earth.”2¢

Smith, clutching a Bible in his left hand, stood “coatless, broad-
shouldered, sweat plastering his shirt to his barrel chest . . . [and] roared
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words of hate about Wall Street bankers, millionaire steel magnates,
Chicago wheat speculators, and New Deal social engineers.” “Too long”
he shouted, “have the plain people of the U.S. let Wall Street and Tam-
many rule them. We must make our choice in the presence of atheistic-
communistic influences. . . . It is the Russian primer or the Holy Bible! It
is the Red Flag or the Stars and Stripes! It is Lenin and Stalin or Jeffer-
son!"?’

As the crowd gave Smith a standing, screaming ovation, Mencken
observed that Coughlin fidgeted nervously while awaiting his turn. The
priest “sulked at the back of the auditorium through most of Smith’s ad-
dress. Coughlin now strode to the rostrum, not from the rear, but down
the center aisle of the convention hall” The journalist opined that
*“Coughlin’s long training at the microphone had given him a velvet voice
and a flair for the spoken word, but he was totally lacking in that dramatic
gesturing which made Smith so compelling face to face.” Coughlin
seemed “jealous of his supposed ally’s platform delivery ... he now
looked upon Smith as a rival.” The priest began speaking slowly and
calmly, but midway through the forty-minute speech he began to step up
the speed and volume . . . sweating as freely as had Smith, he stopped for
a shocking pause. Stepping back from the microphone, Father Coughlin
peeled off his black coat and Roman collar, literally defrocking himself
before the audience of 10,000. Striding back to the rostrum, he roared,
“As far as the National Union is concerned, no candidate who is endorsed
for Congress can campaign, go electioneering for, or support the great
betrayer and liar, Franklin D. Roosevelt. . . . I ask you to purge the man
who claims to be a democrat from the Democratic Party—I mean
Franklin Double-Crossing Roosevelt.”?® After a moment of stunned si-
lence, the delegates stamped and shouted their approval.

FDR and his aides downplayed third parties and, in particular, the ra-
dio priest. Even privately, Roosevelt talked of the transience of figures
such as Huey Long and Charles Coughlin. To a close confidant, Josephus
Daniels, his ambassador to Mexico, Roosevelt described the coalition of
Union party as unstable—*‘These fellows cannot lie in the same bed”?—
yet the outward calm of the White House belied a concerted behind-the-
scenes effort to counter Democratic defections to Coughlin.

In June 1936, a Gallup poll indicated that only 4 percent of voters
were supportive of the Union party, though Coughlin boasted that he
could command 9 million votes. Perhaps this was a wild boast; still, the
NUSJ had some support in twenty-six states and 302 of the 435 congres-
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sional districts. The task facing Jim Farley, FDR’s campaign manager for
the second and last time, was to take action within each state party orga-
nization to prevent losses to Coughlin.

The affable but shrewd Farley kept close track of the Coughlin or-
ganization and its activities by means of a massive network of party
workers, friends, and post office employees and worked quietly but as-
siduously to undermine Coughlin’s power.*? Early in 1936, Farley under-
took a major investigation of the financial network that supported Father
Coughlin. Postal receipts to the Shrine in Royal Oak were monitored.
Louis Howe, FDR’s intimate adviser, received regular reports on Cough-
lin from G. Hall Roosevelt in Detroit.>!

Roosevelt’s backers devised an ingenious set of strategies to weaken
the impact of the Union party. In California, Democratic party operatives
infiltrated the Townsend Clubs and helped prevent official endorsement
of the Lemke candidacy. In Pennsylvania, Democratic party chairman
David Lawrence changed the name of the state organization to “Union
party” and suggested to other Democratic state parties to emulate this
tactic. In the key states of New York, California, and Maryland, the
Coughlin-led Union party was unable to get on the ballot because of late
or incomplete qualifying petitions. The due date for nominating petitions
in Kansas was noon on June 20—a scant eighteen hours after the party
had been publicly announced. In Oklahoma, the filing date was May 2,
and in West Virginia, May 12—weeks before the Union alliance had even
been consummated. In Ohio, voters had to choose candidates under the
“Royal Oak party” label.

For several strategic states, the Union party nevertheless was a gen-
uine threat to the administration. In Massachusetts, Congressman John
McCormack voiced alarm about primary results in which “forty thou-
sand Coughlin followers placed stickers on the ballots for his candidate
for Senate.”3? James Roosevelt, working in a key role in his father’s re-
election effort, concluded that “‘Coughlin is probably stronger in Massa-
chusetts than in any other state.”* National chairman Farley recognized
Massachusetts as a Coughlin stronghold but disagreed with the presi-
dent’s son; he found Coughlin’s influence “greater in Ohio than in any
other state.”34

Considerable Union party sentiment was also reported in Michigan,
where Frank Murphy’s private political poll revealed that Lemke, with
almost 10 percent of the presidential vote, held the balance of power.
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Congressman John Lesinski of Polish-Catholic Hamtramck, Michi-
gan, warned Jim Farley that “Coughlin has quite an urban following
here."¥

Impressive as it was, the Union party’s strength was diluted by
Coughlin’s former support of FDR. Now that Roosevelt was the central
enemy, some followers felt the party was working against itself. A letter
sent to the radio priest warned of the conflict that was emerging:

I object strenuously to Representative Lemke as a candidate in
opposition to President Roosevelt. This move has been a mistake
as time will tell, unless correction is made before it is too
late. . . . Probably no other force has influenced him [FDR] more
than yourself and your thoughts on social justice. To turn on him
now appears to me to be only base ingratitude, but also political
suicide. It will gain nothing and will lose everything.

... Already there are rumblings that rank and file Demo-
cratic voters mean to take some action in retaliation against
NUSJ Congressional candidates. . . . The NUSJ will lose the fa-
vor of the President they have had, will lose many Congressional
seats. . . . | implore you to reconsider and support Roosevelt. . . .
Your support is necessary to Roosevelt. He can be persuaded, but
he cannot be coerced.¢

But Coughlin persisted, focusing on a broad set of issues, some
purely economic, others grounded in issues of personality and patriotism.
To the former, FDR would respond that social security legislation was
passed and banking reforms were introduced. But to the latter, especially
concerns about subversive influences within the White House, Cough-
lin’s voice grew even more shrill and personally accusatory than it had
ever been. If Roosevelt himself was not a dangerous leftist radical,
Coughlin charged, then his advisers were. Even the president was a direct
target in many of Coughlin’s campaign speeches, in which he called FDR
the “anti-God.” In Bedford, Massachusetts, the priest declared, “As [ was
instrumental in removing Herbert Hoover from the White House, so help
me God, I will be instrumental in taking a Communist foe from the chair
once occupied by Washington.”¥

Neither Farley nor FDR treated these assaults lightly. Of particular
concern was the Catholic constituency. Steve Early, White House press
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secretary, sent Jim Farley a copy of a telegram, addressed to FDR (from
the captain of Harvard’s Rose Bowl! victors of 1920), which called for
prominent Catholic laymen to organize the “intelligent thinking Catholics™
to offset “the horrible statements Coughlin has made against you and the
United States.”® In response, FDR tapped Joseph P. Kennedy for this
task. Kennedy, who agreed to be called out of private business after hav-
ing earlier resigned as head of the Securities and Exchange Commission,
first spoke on a CBS coast-to-coast hookup on the evening of October 5,
1936. He opened with a phrase with which he would be identified for
several years—*I’m for Roosevelt”—then delivered a direct message in
response to the issues Coughlin raised: “Tonight I have chosen to speak
to you on the subject of communism which has been made an issue in this
campaign in a desperate attempt to defeat the President by appeals to our
patriotism. As an American citizen I resent the efforts which are now be-
ing made for low, political purposes to confuse a Christian program of
social justice with a Godless program of communism.”3?

A short time later, Jim Farley wrote to his close friend Claude Bow-
ers, ambassador to Spain, that “the campaign is about all over, and we
expect a tremendous landslide. . . . Father Coughlin’s influence has
dropped off tremendously.” In reviewing state-by-state patterns, Farley
mentioned in particular that a court of appeals ruling had kept the Union
party off the New York ballot, so “there is no place for his [Coughlin’s]
support to go except the Democrats.”* Indeed, as the campaign wound
down to its final weeks, the news coming to Jim Farley was decidedly op-
timistic. Sequential Gallup polls showed the Union party steadily losing
ground, with Roosevelt increasing his already comfortable lead over Re-
publican challenger Alf Landon.

Coughlin nevertheless continued to attack FDR in a highly personal
way, including asserting that the president was “a liar and a betrayer.”
Then midway through the fall, he seemed to soften his direct attacks on
Roosevelt’s character and instead focused on the evil influence of his ad-
visers: “Roosevelt has not done the things he has done maliciously, but
has been a great victim of those who have surrounded him. . . . The New
Deal is surrounded by atheists. . . . Surrounded by red and pink Commu-
nists and by ‘frankfurters of destruction.””#!

The reluctance of both Coughlin and Townsend to utilize their local
chapters and club structures fully on behalf of William Lemke con-
tributed to the Union party’s weakening position. Coughlin spent a ma-
jority of the $700,000 raised in the presidential campaign on his own
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activities, including the NUSJ convention in Cleveland, and on numerous
travel bills for himself and his entourage. Little was left for supporting
the Union party national headquarters and its candidate, Lemke.*2

As the campaign wound down to its final weeks, Smith virtually ab-
sented himself from any campaigning. Coughlin also retracted his pre-
diction of 9 million votes, saying this was based on returns in all
forty-eight states and stating that *“the National Union for Social Justice
might have to be a martyr in this fall’s election.”3

A little over a month before the election, Coughlin spoke at a Union
party rally in Philadelphia, to a crowd of only 20,000, not the 100,000 ex-
pected. Floodlights, which had bathed the thirty-foot-high white struc-
ture at the center of the field, were turned off as the lone figure mounted
the booth. Reading lights were switched on, and all was darkness as
Charles Coughlin addressed his audience. Declaring that a vote for either
Roosevelt or Landon was a vote for “Wall Street,” the priest advised his
audience, “You might better stay at home and not vote at all.” He then de-
clared: “And if you should do this the election would be thrown into Con-
gress and Mr. O’Brien would be the next Vice President and I'll be the
next President! "

When the final vote tally was completed, the Union party was erased
from history. There were a few close local elections, but not one of the
party’s several dozen candidates was elected to Congress. Nationwide,
the Lemke ticket drew 892,000 votes—about one-tenth of the 9 million
the radio priest had boasted of in the spring and summer months. When
at last the futile campaign was over, William “Liberty Bell” Lemke would
only pathetically claim, “We’ve scared the two old parties to death.”*®

Charles Coughlin had lost much in the presidential campaign. Alien-
ated by his direct and personal attacks on the president, many disillu-
sioned Catholic Democrats chose FDR over the radio priest. Moreover,
the tone of the politics frightened many who might have been drawn to
one or another of the policy issues the Union party espoused. Years later,
Coughlin himself would describe the 1936 campaign as a “horrible mis-
take.”# On the day after the election he declared bitterly: “The minority
is now purely theoretical. We have a one-party system now. Franklin D.
Roosevelt has more power than any man ever had in history. If the peo-
ple want these things, as their votes indicate they do, let them have
them.”” No doubt Coughlin felt betrayed by many in his radio audience,
and it may have deepened a streak of paranoia that had heretofore been
kept out of public view.
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Even more than the content, the tone of Coughlin’s campaign ad-
dresses struck many as revealing a deep personal vindictiveness toward
Franklin Roosevelt. Several stump speeches seemed almost to incite vio-
lence: “When an upstart dictator in the United States succeeds in making
this a one-party form of government, when the ballot is useless, I shall
have the courage to stand up and advocate the use of bullets.” In a speech
in Providence, Rhode Island, Coughlin told a stunned audience of 25,000
that if Roosevelt were elected, there would be “more bullet holes in the
White House than you could count with an adding machine.”*?

Within days of the landslide victory of FDR, Charles Coughlin of-
fered his radio listeners what could only be termed a farewell address: “I
hereby withdraw from all radio activity in the best interests of the peo-
ple. ... A few hearts will be saddened, many others elated, a vast major-
ity totally indifferent to my departure. ... It was high time for the
National Union to retire, to sleep. . . . It is better, both for you and for me,
for the country I serve and the Church I love, for me to be forgotten for
the moment.”*® Earlier—in May of the previous year—when Coughlin
was just launching himself directly into national politics, H. L. Mencken
opined to his friend Theodore Dreiser that the radio priest was “already
in collapse, though he doesn’t know it himself.”>

Both men were wrong. The Union party defeat was a great blow, but
Coughlin had the gifts needed to recover and Capitol Hill connections.
He would not go away.

The network of members of Congress who were on close terms with
the radio priest was extensive, and they included several who were to be-
come famous: Senators “Pat” McCarran of Nevada and Elmer Thomas of
Oklahoma, and Representative Everett Dirksen of Illinois. One of Cough-
lin’s close clerical associates recalled that “whenever Charlie visited
Washington, he would stay at Vice President John Nance Garner’s home.!

Coughlin began broadcasting again in January 1937, but it would not
be until 1938 that he truly was able to recover from defeat. The occasion
was a set of proposals to restructure the federal government—the so-
called Reorganization Act—debated by Congress over an extended pe-
riod in 1938.

By early 1938 the New Deal was in a great deal of difficulty. In the
tamous Court-packing controversy, FDR had tried to expand the size of
the Supreme Court in order to overcome a majority hostile to important
pieces of New Deal legislation. Even Roosevelt’s supporters viewed this
effort as high-handed and possibly dangerous to constitutional govern-
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ment. Furthermore, despite clear signs of economic recovery during
FDR’s first term in office, midway through his second, signs were evi-
dent of the return of the depression at its worst. Unemployment over the
winter of 1937-1938 soared to 19 percent, just a bit below the level at the
time FDR first took office as president.

Improvement in the efficiency of the federal bureaucracy had been
proposed for a number of years. President Herbert Hoover too had been
identified with such efforts. FDR’s proposals involved expanding the
White House staff, extending the civil service system, putting a number
of independent agencies under one or another of the cabinet-level depart-
ments, and creating two cabinet departments: Social Welfare and Public
Works.

In February 1938, when Congress at last began to consider the reor-
ganization bill, introduced the previous year, Coughlin played a key role
in its defeat for that year, and in the process generated a highly creative
strategy of protest.

It was a Thursday afternoon, March 24, 1938, when the Senate closed de-
bate on the proposed legislation. Senator Edward Burke of Nebraska, one
of the opponents, counted 43 votes favoring and 43 votes against the re-
organization bill. When a second vote was scheduled after the weekend,
Coughlin stepped onto center stage. Father Peter Wiethe, who was as-
signed to the Shrine of the Little Flower at the time, remembered that
week’s events vividly: “About five or ten to six on Wednesday [March
23] the phone rang, and Father Coughlin had . . . wonderful information
from Washington. His informant told him Roosevelt gave orders to put
through the Reorganization Bill by Friday night—this was Wednesday
night—so that Coughlin won’t even talk about it on Sunday. Yes, in 48
hours!” Wiethe recalls the radio priest got up from his table, saying, “By
damn, I’'m going to go on the air tomorrow night.” And he went to the
phone . .. and with a long-distance phone from about six to seven-
thirty . . . we could hear him.”52 Coughlin’s telephone-radio broadcast
blasted the “Dictator Bill” for granting Roosevelt far too much power.
The result was staggering. At eight o’clock Sunday night, Western
Union had a backlog of 4,000 telegrams in New York, 2,000 in Detroit,
1,000 in Chicago, 2,500 in Philadelphia. By Monday morning an
avalanche of nearly 100,000 telegrams hit Washington, and wire services
had to set aside all commercial business.>* According to Father Wiethe,
Coughlin composed his powerful address by taking some newspaper
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clippings and the Congressional Record and going up to his pulpit: “Fif-
teen to twenty minutes before his evening address. . .. It was so dra-
matic, that his mother fainted.”** The New York Times saw the radio
priest’s ability to evoke the telegraphic response as “one of the greatest
victories of his career” and speculated about how he might regain his em-
inence.*

In his speech, Coughlin spoke about the need to have “modern Paul
Reveres” send delegations to Washington. The Hearst newspaper chain,
veterans’ groups, business organizations, and others joined in the effort.
At the Hippodrome in New York, the scene of previous Coughlin tri-
umphs, a massive rally was held. When the “Reveres” arrived at the Capi-
tol for breakfast on Thursday morning, they were greeted by smaller
delegations from Philadelphia, Boston, and Baltimore. The marchers
were described by one reporter as members of the “inarticulate middle
classes” (certainly one of the first references to what in the 1970s and
1980s would be called the silent majority). Half of the demonstrators
were women, and leading the Boston contingent was Paul Revere’s great-
great-granddaughter. One man wore the garb of the midnight rider and
bore a sign reading: “Kill the Bill.” Another read: “I see no reason why
Congress should give the president powers of Julius Caesar.*%

The reorganization bill passed the Senate by one vote but lost on a
roll-call vote on April 8 in the House. “History will probably mark the
crisis of President Roosevelt’s political career by yesterday’s defeat,”
opined the New York World Telegram. Observers of every type agreed that
the defeat dealt a shattering blow to FDR'’s prestige and his plans for gov-
ernment reform. Harold Ickes, secretary of the interior and a close ad-
viser to FDR, remarked in his diary, “It looks to me as if the courage has
oozed out of the President.” “Demagoguery and stupidity,” Roosevelt ob-
served philosophically in a letter to a New Deal aide, “are the natural en-
emies of democracy.”%’

During a major White House press conference at the end of April,
FDR reviewed the reorganization defeat and broke a long-standing
precedent of not acknowledging Coughlin’s influence:

All of a sudden, there broke out—I don’t know who started it,
but I do know who carried it on and was the gentleman from near
Detroit who talks on the air and who claimed that this was an at-
tack on the educational system of the Nation whereupon, imme-
diately, Members of Congress, the House and Senate, were
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flooded with telegrams that this bill would give the President a
chance to grab all the church schools of the Nation, the Protes-
tant church schools and the Parochial schools, although I don’t
know what the President of the United States was going to do
with them when he did grab them.8
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All the World’s a Stage

“One thing for sure,” Coughlin said in a soft, matter-of-fact
voice, “democracy is doomed. This is our last election.”

“What will happen?” I asked. “It is Fascism or Commu-
nism. We are at the crossroads.” “What road do you take?”
take the road to Fascism.”

Impromptu press conference, 1936

HERE HAS LONG BEEN a debate about Coughlin and fascism. Was he

merely a populist who passed through a dangerous phase? Or did he
have deeper fascistic tendencies? An examination of Coughlin’s contacts
suggests more the latter than the former.

In the early 1930s, a parade of visitors from around the world gave
to Coughlin’s Royal Oak church the aura of a Delphic shrine. German
Chancellor Heinrich Bruening visited in 1932, and Randolph Churchill
did so a year later. It was becoming fashionable, and even obligatory, for
world travelers to stop there. As the radio priest’s fame grew, an opportu-
nity for international travel and a role in world politics seemed near at
hand for him."

Coughlin was becoming a key figure in an international network of
monetary reformers who made effective use of the new mass medium of
radio. In September 1935, for example, he had a visit from the Very Rev-
erend Hewlett Johnson, archbishop of Canterbury, who was a strong ad-
vocate of credit reform. Just a week earlier, William Aberhart, the newly
designated premier of Alberta, Canada, had paid his respects to the radio
priest. Aberhart’s platform included a proposal to pay each adult man and
woman twenty-five dollars a month. Coughlin told the press that “both he
and Alberta are to be congratulated on having made this forward step,
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which the forefathers of the United States attempted to make, but in
which they were frustrated by the Alexander Hamiltons and their succes-
sors.” In turn, the premier told the press that he had come to Royal Oak
seeking “the most expert advice on the continent.””

The Alberta experiment was part of the social credit movement,
which had roots in both North America and Europe. According to social
credit theory, contemporary democracy had created economic slaves:
money had become the master rather than the servant. The sovereign au-
thority of the people to control their money supply had been usurped by
bankers who had set up what amounted to financial dictatorship. Individ-
uals were faced with poverty in the midst of plenty. The social credit
movement called for a national dividend to be given to each adult based
on a survey of the wealth of a nation and to prevent inflation, for a “just
price” for all goods. The evils of the money supply would no longer
erode the “cultural heritage” to which each individual was entitled.

Social credit had originated with the charismatic Major C. H. Doug-
las, a retired army officer of the Royal Air Force in World War [. His writ-
ings, which first appeared in the early 1920s, linked the economic system
to an ethical system. Douglas claimed that the world’s financial structure
was under the control of bankers who were largely “Jews and Freema-
sons.” In 1934 he wrote:

It is my conviction that centralisation is being fostered every-
where and from the same source and with the same object—
world domination. . .. The swift progress toward State
capitalism everywhere [has] Jewish Finance at the apex of the
pyramid. . . . Jewry as a whole has a permanent policy which is
establishing the individual Jew as a member of the “chosen” su-
perior and dominant ruling class in every country and over the
whole world.?

Douglas saw this “Jewish power” as a sphere “in which the Jewish race
operates so largely as very nearly to control . . . [what] was regarded in
the Middle Ages as the sphere of ‘black magic,” but which was termed
‘suggestion’ or the ‘psychology of the unconscious.”™

Douglas drew his ideas from the European intellectual tradition that
identified the rise of modern capitalism with the demise of traditional re-
ligion—in particular, medieval Catholicism. Capitalism also threatened
to invoke a kind of supranationalism—the race and ethnic homogeneity
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that were considered essential elements of Western European civiliza-
tion. The cultural superiority of Western Europe was self-evident to
Douglas, and it is called for putting local community over state authority
and for a guildlike organization of society’s economy.’

Douglas garnered little support in England, but in Canada his ideas
were disseminated by Aberhart, whose political party gained temporary
power in two of Canada’s provinces—Alberta and Quebec—in the mid-
1930s. Aberhart invited Douglas to lecture in Canada, and the two of
them had contact with Coughlin.

Aberhart was a clergyman-turned-political-leader cut from the same
cloth as Coughlin. A secondary school teacher and lay preacher, he had
been a key figure in an evangelical movement that swept across Canada’s
western prairie in the 1920s. His publications and sermons generated so
much interest that a series of study clubs were formed under his leader-
ship and led to the opening of the Bible Institute, where he served as
dean. His use of radio (he began broadcasting in November 1926, nearly
a year before Coughlin) was a major innovation; he was credited with
having a mass audience of 350,000 among the 1.2 million inhabitants of
Canada’s three western provinces.

In April 1934, Aberhart first journeyed to meet with Coughlin, and
they held several more meetings over the next few months, including one
occasion when they conferred with Major Douglas in Washington, D.C.,
during his lecture tour of North America. It was during this period that
the Alberta social credit movement shifted from advocacy to direct elec-
toral politics. The previous year Aberhart had established his own daily
newspaper and a weekly radio program, “Man from Mars.”

On Canada’s election night, August 22, 1935, less than a month be-
fore Coughlin and FDR had their fateful Hyde Park meeting, Aberhart
announced that his Social Credit party had won a stunning victory: he
was elected premier with 54 percent of the vote, and his supporters
formed 89 percent of the provincial legislature. He proposed three essen-
tial reforms: that control over the monetary system be retired to the
masses, that a “national dividend” based on a nation’s real wealth be paid
to each citizen, and that a “just price” for all goods be established. Sov-
ereignty to citizens was to be restored by organizing a Union of Electors
that would directly advise elected parliamentary officials regarding pol-
icy actions that were needed.® Aberhart’s success may have inspired
Charles Coughlin’s decision to enter politics.

For a time, Aberhart and Coughlin stayed in close touch, with the ra-
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dio priest contributing three articles to Chronicle, the social credit news-
paper. But in just a few months, in early 1936, Coughlin rejected the Al-
berta experiment in monetary reform and began to urge social credit
enthusiasts to take his own economic advice and to read the publication
that he himself was about to launch. Despite his zeal for radical change,
once in office, Aberhart introduced little, if any, change in the existing
provincial economic and social policies. The major outcome of five years
of rule was the establishment of a social credit board, where disciples of
Major Douglas sought to draw up legislation whose overall impact, ac-
cording to one historian, “was to obliterate the democratic and radical as-
pects of the early Social Credit movement in favour of creating an
authoritarian party and government.”’

Social credit and the ideas of Major Douglas had also swayed a
prominent expatriate American, Ezra Pound, who became a confirmed
Douglasite. Usurers, as Douglas defined them, make money by manipu-
lating money; these landlords, bankers, stockholders, and others, he
charged, were at the core of economic evil. In a 1920 issue of Douglas’s
journal, the Little Review, Pound warmly praised the retired major’s
work, and returned again and again to the theme of usury in his poetry.®

By the beginning of the 1930s, Pound had left New York to reside in
Mussolini’s Italy. In 1933, Pound disparaged the American “so-called
two-party system” and asserted that “Jefferson governed for twenty-four
years in a de facto one-party condition.” As for the fascism of “the
Duce . . . [it] will stand not with despots and the lovers of power but the
lovers of ORDER.”®

During this same period, Pound began a lively correspondence with
Charles Coughlin. When the NUSJ was formed in late 1934, the poet of-
fered his “hearty congratulations” and expounded on his view that “the
church has always been right about usury,” but added, “I daresay it can’t
be eliminated all at once.” Placing great faith in the radio priest as an ex-
ponent of “sound money programs” and a man who knew the way “to de-
feat the machinations of international bankers,” Pound enclosed with his
letter a financial contribution to Coughlin’s new organization.'?

Writing in 1936, Pound declared, “Father Coughlin speaks regularly
to millions of Americans, and that means that he speaks also for them: I
mean the fact that they listen regularly means that they share to a great
extent the hopes of the speaker. . . . Coughlin has the great gift of simpli-
fying vital issues to a point where the populace can understand their main
factor if not the technical detail.”!' Throughout the Union party’s 1936
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election campaign, Pound offered his moral support to the cause, though
he predicted a Roosevelt victory, offering that it was preferable to a Lan-
don victory—since Landon was “ignorant and such a fool . . . Frankie is
the clerver [sic] man.”'? In turn, Coughlin asked for a reaction to his re-
cently launched newspaper, Social Justice. The reply from Rapallo, Italy,
to Royal Oak, Michigan, was positive, including the advice that “Soc.
Justice ought to run a review column for essential books.” Pound sug-
gested that “in the slack season after election . . . an attack on something
else wd., I believe be good psychology.”'?

FDR embarked on economic policies that were anathema to the poet-
economist-ideologue. To Pound this was proof positive that the president
was a tool of the “USURA,” an amorphous concept the poet used to de-
scribe a kind of primordial international system of Jewish financial con-
trol. !

In 1939, Pound made his first visit to the United States since 1911.
He expressed concern about his native land in a letter he wrote to a close
friend, the prominent writer and artist Wyndham Lewis: “America is
damn well to keep out of war/BAD enough to have european arayans
murduring each other fer the sake of . . . a few buggerin’ kikes.”!’

Pound’s cultural elitism and disdain for modern urban society tie him
to a European tradition of desire for an aristocracy of the mind. He had a
dual allegiance: to the abstract “will of the people” and to the role of the
authoritarian leader as the vehicle for directing that power. Pound found
in Charles Coughlin the means to carry his ideological framework out in
practical ways. Not only did he offer moral, financial, and advisory sup-
port to the radio priest, but he offered the highest compliment of all: im-
itation. When war came to Europe in the fall of 1939, Pound offered his
services to the Axis Powers, in particular, to the Mussolini government.
He contracted to make regular radio propaganda broadcasts offering his
views on world events. “Undoubtedly,” Pound biographer Humphrey
Carpenter asserts, “Ezra took Coughlin as a model when he began to
broadcast regularly in 1941.”'% Both before and after the United States
entered the conflict, the poet’s shortwave programs were beamed to
American listeners with unseemly bile—for example: “[It is outrageous)
that any Jew in the White House should send American kids to die for the
private interests of the scum of the English earth . . . and the still lower
dregs of the Levantine.”'” When the Allies captured Pound in 1945, he
was charged with treason against his country of birth. Returned to the
United States, he was confined for a number of years in a psychiatric
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ward and was never placed on trial for his wartime activities. Released in
1958, he returned immediately to Italy. Upon landing at Naples, his first
act was to give the fascist salute.

Ezra Pound was but one link in a chain of prominent men of letters who
paid homage to the radio priest, encouraged him, and in some instances,
lent their talents to his publications. Occasionally public figures sought
religious conversion through the Royal Oak priest. Among them was
the well-known literary scion, Sir Hugh Walpole. Following a visit to
the Shrine, he and Coughlin met again in London. Walpole included
a description of the priest in his diaries: “A quiet, stocky, gentle and
beautiful-eyed man with whom I felt instantly a strong bond. I think he
felt it for me. Our eyes constantly met during lunch.”'® Coughlin later
told a fellow priest that “he had almost brought Walpole to Catholicism”
and that “if they met again Sir Hugh would probably be baptized.”!®

There were two English literary figures who already shared Cough-
lin’s Catholic faith as well as a number of his controversial views. One of
these, Hilaire Belloc, was best known in the first decades of the century
as a polemicist and debater (he even served two terms in Parliament). In
subsequent years, he attained recognition as a leading novelist, poet,
journalist, and travel writer. He also became a defender of the Catholic
faith against the attacks of such major literary personalities as George
Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells.

Belloc was a prolific writer whose works on literary themes included
a series of biographies of French Revolution figures, but increasingly he
turned from writing about history to defending his church against the on-
slaughts of modern society, in particular, the political and economic sys-
tem of modern capitalism and the ideology that arose to oppose its
defects: socialism. His basic view was that Europe reached its epitome of
glory first under the unifying control of Julius Caesar and then under the
Catholic church in the medieval period. When Mussolini took power in
Italy in 1922, “Belloc longed . . . for a great inspiring personal hero who
would purge society of its corruptions and would inspire the masses to re-
turn to the strong, the Roman ideal. . . . He had little doubt that the Ital-
ian Duce was the new Caesar.”%

In the 1920s and 1930s, Belloc edited a series of weeklies in which
the ideas of Major Douglas and other advocates of “distributionism”
were disseminated. Belloc yearned for a return to a form of feudalism in
which the family was the primary economic unit, disciplined under the
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value system of Catholicism. Like many others in his circle, he saw par-
liamentary democracy as unworkable and disorderly. Increasingly, de-
spite his earlier reputation as a radical critic of the evils of capitalism,
Belloc saw bolshevism and any other form of “modern revolution” as un-
dermining the pillars of European civilization: Christianity, in particular
the Catholic church.

Belloc had always peppered his writings with fictional characters
who fit Semitic stereotypes, and seemed to enjoy making jibes at Jews. In
rhyme he offered this description of the Rothschild residence in London:
“a place of habitation for the Jewish race,” and, a few lines after, “Here
Rothschild lives, chief of the tribe abhorr’d./Who tried to put to death
Our Blessed Lord.”?!

In 1922, Belloc penned his most controversial work, The Jews,
which sought to review the history and source of current tensions be-
tween Jews and Christians. Identifying Jews as a distinct racial group that
could never be assimilated into European societies, Belloc prophesied
that if the Jews continued to behave as they did—being secretive, plotting
international leftist coups, feeling superior to others—something terrible
was likely to happen to them.?? For Belloc, the “Jewish question” was an
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