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ABSTRACT 
 

Factories in the Fallows: The Political Economy of America’s Rural Heartland  
 

Keith Orejel  
 
This dissertation analyzes the economic and political transformation of America’s rural heartland 

after World War II. Examining the predominantly white, Protestant communities of southern 

Iowa and northern Arkansas, this dissertation shows how a prolonged economic crisis in the 

countryside gave rise to a grassroots pro-capitalist movement that came to dominate rural 

politics. Between 1920 and 1970, mechanization and scientific advancements pushed 

productivity in agriculture to remarkable levels. With capital investments replacing demand for 

labor, fewer workers were needed in farming. As job opportunities in agriculture disappeared, 

millions of people left rural areas. Country schools, churches, and businesses struggled to survive 

as populations dwindled. Many who stayed in rural communities suffered from widespread 

unemployment and poverty.  

 Starting in the 1940s, small-town businessmen and state development experts proposed to 

solve this crisis by industrializing the countryside. Local boosters argued that newly acquired 

factories would stabilize rural areas by providing jobs for unemployed farmers and attracting 

new residents to small communities. Manufacturing payrolls were also expected to help local 

businesses by increasing consumer spending. In order to attract industrial plants, small-town 

business leaders modernized rural infrastructure—such as roads, sewers, and electrical 

systems—and improved civic institutions—including schools and hospitals. In the mid 1950s, 

these efforts began to pay off, as corporations started locating branch plants in rural areas. 

During the 1960s and 70s, rural America experienced an industrial boom, as many corporations 

left urban industrial centers in search of cheaper labor, lower taxes, and weaker unions.  



 
 

 In the crucible of this campaign, small-town business leaders forged a unique political 

ideology that revolved around the imperatives of industrial development. To finance community 

and infrastructural upgrades, boosters argued for robust state and federal spending on vital 

improvements. Likewise, local elites favored economic planning over the free market, believing 

in rationally directed development. In order to lure capital investment, small-town business 

leaders manipulated the tax code to benefit corporate interests, while supporting legislation, such 

as anti-union right-to-work laws, that hampered organized labor. Local boosters also championed 

various governmental reforms meant to maximize efficiency and eliminate waste, concluding 

that this would produce enough revenue to fund necessary community improvements without 

raising taxes. In total, small-town business leaders believed that the central role of the American 

government was to spur capitalist development and private business growth.  

 During the 1950s and 60s, small-town business leaders in southern Iowa and northern 

Arkansas campaigned to bring manufacturers to their communities, while also promoting their 

political vision within the countryside. As many depressed rural communities gained industrial 

plants during the 1960s, small-town business politics gained widespread popularity. In the late 

1960s, the rural and small-town electorate united behind business backed “middle of the road” 

Republican politicians. Led by presidential candidate Richard Nixon, the GOP achieved a 

decisive political victory in 1968, winning electoral contests throughout America’s rural 

heartland. Since then, rural Americans have remained solidly Republican. However, GOP 

domination has been far from total. Starting in the mid 1970s, centrist Democrats competed for 

the rural electorate by embracing an economic agenda similar to their GOP rivals. After 1975, 

rural voters helped foster a bipartisan pro-business consensus, as both parties appealed to the 

countryside electorate by promising to spur economic growth with corporate friendly policies. 
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Introduction 
 

 On Saturday, September 14, 1968, Republican presidential nominee Richard Nixon 

traveled to Des Moines, Iowa while on the campaign trail. Nixon hoped to return Iowa to the 

Republican column after the right-wing candidacy of Barry Goldwater had given the state’s 

electoral votes to Lyndon Johnson in 1964. On this particularly sunny day, Nixon and his wife 

Pat visited a nearby farm before attending a GOP rally at the Merle Hay Plaza shopping center. 

Speaking to a crowd of roughly 20,000, Nixon addressed the recent dip in corn prices, claiming 

that his “new administration” would ensure “that this will not happen again.”  

 Though Nixon traveled to Iowa primarily to introduce his agricultural policy, he also 

used the trip as an opportunity to unveil his larger vision for the American heartland. In a 

statement released during his visit, Nixon argued that rural America was facing a crisis. The farm 

population had dwindled in recent decades, falling to an almost insignificant five percent of the 

nation as a whole. Millions had left rural and small-town America as farming consolidated, 

“depopulating the countryside” in the process. Over half of all rural Americans lived below the 

poverty line, and unemployment among farmers doubled the urban rate. To solve America’s 

rural crisis, Nixon proposed an “imaginative and comprehensive” approach to “open the way for 

location of new industries” in the countryside. The federal government would underwrite 

“[i]mproved transportation facilities, better schools, and more extensive public utilities in rural 

areas,” which would allow communities to compete for capital investment. Nixon promised to 

use the broad powers of the American state to revitalize the countryside, ensuring “the dispersal 

of government contracts to our smaller towns and disadvantaged rural areas wherever possible.”1 

                                                
 1 “Nixon Pledge On Corn Price,” Des Moines Sunday Register, 15 September 1968, 1, 9-G.  
 



 
 

2 

 Though dryly cast, Nixon’s portrayal captured the seismic transformation of rural and 

small-town America in the twentieth century. Throughout America’s rural heartland, in states 

like Arkansas and Iowa, farm employment withered as machinery and scientific advancements 

enabled greater production with fewer workers. Unable to compete with heavily mechanized 

units, many farm families sold their land to larger operators and left agriculture. Millions of farm 

hands, tenants, and sharecroppers found themselves out of work as capital investments replaced 

human labor. Most displaced agrarians left their rural communities and hometowns for 

opportunities elsewhere, producing massive outmigration and depopulation in the countryside. 

With fewer people, rural and small-town institutions struggled for survival. Those who remained 

in rural communities suffered from widespread poverty and unemployment. America’s rural 

heartland was in a perpetual state of economic crisis throughout much of the twentieth century.2 

In proposing to solve these problems by industrializing the countryside, Nixon tapped into a 

grassroots movement that had swept across rural America since the 1940s.   

 During World War II, state politicians and business executives saw an opportunity to end 

a ceaseless rural crisis by procuring defense related industries. Working through state 

development organizations, such as the Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission and the 

Arkansas Economic Council, policymakers successfully acquired munitions, ordnance, and other 

war related factories. Wartime initiatives generated newfound enthusiasm and confidence in 

                                                
 2 David B Danbom, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America, Second Edition (Baltimore: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 2006); Daniel Nelson, Farm and Factory: Workers in the Midwest, 1880-1990 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995); Pete Daniel, Breaking the Land: The Transformation of Cotton 
Tobacco, and Rice Cultures Since 1880 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1985); Jack Temple Kirby, Rural 
Worlds Lost: The American South, 1920-1960 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1987); Mark 
Friedberger, “The Modernization of Iowa’s Agricultural Structure in the Twentieth Century,” in Iowa History 
Reader ed. Marvin Bergman (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2008, Second Edition), esp. 378-384. Carolyn 
Dimitri, Anne Effland, and Neilson Conklin, “The 20th Century Transformation of U.S. Agriculture and Farm 
Policy,” United States Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, Economic Information Bulletin No. 
3, June 2005.  
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industrial development, leading many states to form permanent industrial promotion agencies. 

To appease large, commercial farmers, industrial boosters initially targeted factories that 

processed farm goods and other domestic raw materials. Natural resource and farm-oriented 

industries remained the central economic development paradigm throughout the 1940s.  

 In the immediate postwar period, industrial development came under the control of state 

business elites who viewed it as a political weapon in their fight against New Deal liberalism and 

organized labor. State business elites waged a public relations campaign to convince the 

countryside that manufacturing plants were the only solution to rural blight. Business officials 

argued that government regulations and strong labor unions scared away potential investors, 

robbing rural Americans of much needed jobs. Industrialists claimed that pro-business policies 

that benefited them, such as anti-union right-to-work laws, were also necessary incentives for 

luring capital. But business officials were only partially successful. While state business elites 

sold many inhabitants on industrial development, rural Americans developed their own politics.3 

 Partnered with state development promoters, small-town business leaders attempted to 

lure factories to the American countryside.4 Though initially focusing on farm and natural 

resource oriented firms, local businessmen had shifted their attention to large, urban-based 

companies by the 1950s. But corporations made stiff demands on local communities. 

Manufacturers desired cheap labor, low taxes, weak unions, and other business friendly 
                                                
 3 This study adds to the recent resurgence in scholarship on American business. Historians have examined 
business people at all levels of American society, showing how they influenced US politics throughout the postwar 
period. Benjamin C. Waterhouse, Lobbying America: The Politics of Business From Nixon to NAFTA (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2014); Kim Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands: The Making of the Conservative Movement 
from the New Deal to Reagan (New York: W.W. Norton, 2009); Elizabeth Tandy Shermer, Sunbelt Capitalism: 
Phoenix and the Transformation of American Politics (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013); Kim 
Phillips-Fein and Julian Zelizer, eds., What’s Good for Business: Business and American Politics Since World War 
II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); Elizabeth A. Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise: The Business Assault 
on Labor and Liberalism, 1945-1960 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994).  
 
 4 I borrow the term “business leader” from Benjamin C. Waterhouse, Lobbying America: The Politics of 
Business From Nixon to NAFTA (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014).  
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conditions. On top of this standard fare, attracting capital investment required local boosters to 

improve infrastructure, modernize utilities (including gas pipelines, sewer systems, and electrical 

networks), construct factory buildings, and beautify schools, houses, and other rural institutions.  

 In order to meet the requirements of capital mobility, small-town businessmen (and they 

were almost always men) formed industrial development corporations to help finance corporate 

relocation and community improvements.5 But development corporations also served as a 

symbol of the small-town business class’s unification, a marker of a growing esprit de corps. 

Local bankers, insurance agents, real estate developers, building contractors, newspaper editors, 

retailers, and a wide variety of other professional and business people united under the banner of 

industrial development. Small-town boosters recognized that their own economic interests were 

intertwined with their home communities, their social standings dependent on specific places.  

 As an outgrowth of these industrial imperatives, small-town business leaders constructed 

a grassroots political ideology that eventually permeated the larger heartland community. Local 

boosters were self-consciously practical operators who recognized that the terms “liberal” and 

“conservative” did not accurately capture their worldview. Instead, they argued that theirs was a 

“middle-of-the-road” philosophy located at the ideological center of American politics. Small-

town businessmen neither fully accepted the New Deal brand of liberalism that dominated 

postwar politics, nor completely rejected it. They were suspicious of federal intervention in some 

policy realms, while embracing government action in other areas. Local business leaders worried 

                                                
 5 Jeanne Patterson, The Local Industrial Development Corporation, Research Report No. 5, Bureau of 
Business Research, Graduate School of Business, Indiana University, 1967.  
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about communism, civil rights, and the decline in traditional moral values, but not as obsessively 

as the shock troops of the American Right.6  

 In other ways, small-town boosters were hardly moderate. Their ideology was not only 

radically pro-business, but also militantly statist. Small-town businessmen’s broad constellation 

of ideas had only one unifying principle. The central function of the American government was 

to promote capitalist development and private economic growth. In the local arena, small-town 

business leaders manipulated municipal authority to benefit private interests, issuing revenue 

bonds to pay for industrial amenities, rezoning agricultural land for the construction of factory 

buildings, and modernizing rural transportation networks with public funds. Boosters favored 

rational economic planning in order to complete these numerous projects, rejecting faith in the 

market’s ability to direct development. In contrast to quaint stereotypes, small-town business 

leaders were modernizers who frequently reconfigured the physical landscape and built 

environment to facilitate industrialization.7  

 At times, small-town business leaders faced opposition, mostly from property owners, 

retirees, union organizers, and county officials who challenged their economic agenda. When 

property holders and retirees resisted boosters’ attempts to raise taxes in order to pay for 

improvements, pitched battles ensued over local public policy. Businessmen realized that their 

                                                
 6 On the Right’s fixation with racism and civil rights, see, Dan T. Carter, The Politics of Rage: George 
Wallace, The Origins of the New Conservatism, and the Transformation of American Politics, Second Edition 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2000); Kevin Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of 
Modern Conservatism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005); Joseph Crespino, In Search of Another 
Country: Mississippi and the Conservative Counterrevolution (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009). For the 
centrality of traditionalism and anticommunism to the modern Right see, George Nash, The Conservative 
Intellectual Movement in America since 1945 (New York: Basic Books, 1976); Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: 
The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Daniel K. Williams, God’s 
Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
 
 7 Small-town business leaders could aptly be described as practitioners of what James C. Scott has termed 
“high modernism.” James C. Scott, Seeing Like A State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 
Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University, 1998).  
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long-term development plans necessitated control of local government and attempted to wrestle 

power away from competing interest groups. Local elites also opposed unionization, waging 

public relations campaigns in their communities to stop workers from organizing. When labor 

unions did enter rural factories, business leaders used a variety of means to limit their power and 

constrain their actions.  

 On the state and national levels, small-town boosters proved even more willing to 

marshal government powers in order to spur economic development within the countryside.  

From the outset, small-town business leaders recognized that they faced a daunting challenge. 

On the one hand, boosters needed to pay for community and infrastructural improvements that 

corporations demanded. Simultaneously, however, they had to keep taxes low enough to lure 

outside capital. When industrial promoters could not pass the costs onto property holders and 

local taxpayers, they turned to the state and federal government for needed development funds. 

Throughout the postwar period, but especially in the 1950s and 60s, small-town business leaders 

pursued government largesse with alacrity. Local elites applauded the government (state and 

national) for subsidizing schools, hospitals, highways, dams, airports, and parks.  

 Concomitantly, small-town boosters championed reforms that would supposedly 

eliminate waste and produce efficiency in government operations. Streamlining, consolidation, 

and reorganization became the favored buzzwords of local businessmen, who solved (in their 

minds at least) the contradiction between demanding lower tax rates and increased spending. By 

making the government operate more efficiently, or as they saw it according to “business 

principles,” there would be enough revenue to fund development projects without raising levies. 

The implicit suggestion was that frivolous government expenditures wasted a great deal of 

taxpayer money. Some of this was merely the result of a bloated bureaucracy that needed to be 
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trimmed, but local boosters also believed that there was a great deal of government corruption 

that squandered resources. “Good government” would be run much like a corporation, with 

professionals and managerial experts replacing partisans in public institutions and agencies.  

  Business leaders also used the state to hem in the power of organized labor. Throughout 

America’s rural heartland, business elites engineered the passage of right-to-work laws. Though 

some states approved experimental versions of the law during the early 1940s, right-to-work 

received legal backing with the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947. Right-to-work laws 

eliminated the closed and union shops within the states that passed them, making it illegal to 

require workers to join a union in order to get a job, or as a requirement upon hiring.8 By the late 

1950s, right-to-work laws had become a central selling point for rural areas pursuing outside 

capital. Small-town business leaders fought ferociously to maintain these laws throughout the 

1960s, opposing all efforts by organized labor to modify or repeal the statutes. This took the 

form of state campaigns in defense of the right-to-work laws, as well as participation in national 

efforts to protect Taft-Hartley. Right-to-work emblemized local boosters’ larger anti-labor 

agenda. Small-town businessmen argued that union gains inhibited industrial growth, and that 

organized labor would have to limit its demands for the sake of economic development.  

  Though small-town business leaders throughout the American heartland exhibited 

similar politics, their shared vision took shape within different settings. This study examines 

rural, small-town communities in southern Iowa and northern Arkansas. I include seven 

contiguous counties in my definition of northern Arkansas (Baxter, Boone, Carroll, Madison, 

                                                
 8 For “right-to-work” campaigns see, Elizabeth Tandy Shermer “ ‘Is Freedom of the Individual Un-
American?’ Right-to-Work Campaigns and Anti-Union Conservatism, 1943-1958,” 114-137 and Tami J. Friedman, 
“Capital Flight, ‘States’ Rights,’ and the Anti-Labor Offensive After World War II,” 79-97 in The Right and Labor 
in America: Politics, Ideology, and Imagination, ed. Nelson Lichtenstein and Elizabeth Tandy Shermer 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
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Marion, Newton, and Searcy) and southern Iowa (Appanoose, Clarke, Decatur, Lucas, Ringgold, 

Union, and Wayne). As selection criteria, all counties were located outside the boundaries of 

what the census termed “Standard Metropolitan Areas” (SMA) in 1950, defined as an urban core 

of 50,000+ and its surrounding suburban population.9  Likewise, no county contained a town 

with a population greater than 10,000 as of the 1950 census. Within both southern Iowa and 

northern Arkansas, my qualitative analysis focuses on local commercial centers. In the postwar 

period, small-town trading hubs became the nucleus of the rural political economy, influencing 

not only their own populations but also much of the surrounding countryside. In southern Iowa, I 

focus on the towns of Centerville and Creston, located in the counties of Appanoose and Union. 

In northern Arkansas, I examine the communities of Harrison (Boone County) and Mountain 

Home (Baxter County). In order to distinguish between rural and suburban processes, all four 

towns were located at least fifty miles from the nearest SMA core.10   

 Northern Arkansas and southern Iowa were representative of the social world that I call 

“America’s rural heartland.” According to sociologist Robert Wuthnow, the heartland consists of 

Arkansas, Iowa, Kansas, Nebraska, Minnesota, Missouri, Oklahoma, and North and South 

                                                
 9 The name was later changed to the current Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA).  Glenn V. Fuguitt, David 
L. Brown, and Calvin L. Beale, Rural and Small Town America, National Committee for Research on the 1980 
Census  (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1989), 5-6. A list of Standard Metropolitan Areas in 1950 (and after) 
is posted on the Census Bureau website: http://www.census.gov/population/metro/data/pastmetro.html (accessed 6 
May 2015). The only SMA in Arkansas at the time was Little Rock-North Little Rock, which was entirely contained 
within Pulaski County. (In the 2000s, Madison County was incorporated into Fayetteville-Springdale Metropolitan 
Area, which was created in the 1970s.) Iowa counties were included within five different SMA’s in 1950: Cedar 
Rapids (Linn County); Davenport-Rock Island-Moline (Scott County); Des Moines (Polk County); Omaha 
(Pottawattamie); Sioux City (Woodbury County); Waterloo (Black Hawk County).   
 
 10 Though any numerical definition of a “small town” is subject to some degree of artificiality, I have 
chosen to follow the political scientist Harlan Hahn by adopting 10,000 as a population threshold. Harlan Hahn, 
"Reapportionment, the People, and the Courts," August 1963, Iowa Business Digest, Volume 34, Number 8, 19-22. 
Harlan Hahn, Urban and Rural Conflict: The Politics of Change (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1971). A recent 
study also uses 10,000 as a population criteria for defining rural areas, Wilson J. Warren, “Beyond the Rust Belt: 
The Neglected History of the Rural Midwest’s Industrialization after World War II,” in The Rural Midwest Since 
World War II, ed. J.L. Anderson, (Dekalb: Northern Iowa University Press, 2014), 72-102.   
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Dakota.11 While using Wuthnow’s definition as a starting point, I argue that America’s rural 

heartland was not so much a region, or even a geographical area, as a social system. As I define 

it, America’s rural heartland included those areas that transitioned to market oriented agriculture 

in the second half of the nineteenth century. After the Civil War, the spread of commercial 

farming west of the Mississippi produced mass Euro-American migration to places like southern 

Iowa and northern Arkansas. Because of economic and social forces, white Protestants peopled 

the center of the nation. Settlement and community formation gave rise to an interconnected 

network of farmsteads, one-room schoolhouses, country churches, and small-town trading 

centers throughout the American interior. As one of the last continental zones opened to 

capitalist exploitation, the heartland remained overly reliant on farming and other extractive 

industries well into the twentieth century. Because of this, America’s heartland was hard hit by 

farm mechanization and technological advancements.  

 At the beginning of the postwar period, regional partisan loyalties divided America’s 

rural heartland. Despite sharing numerous economic and social characteristics, northern 

Arkansas and southern Iowa inhabited one-party states. As in the rest of the Solid South, the 

Democratic Party exercised monopolistic control over state offices in Arkansas. Democratic 

primaries functioned as the election itself, with winners all but guaranteed to carry the general 

contest over a decrepit GOP.12 In Iowa, the Republican Party of Lincoln held firm control over 

the state’s political system dating back to the Civil War. Major political battles of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century were fought within the Republican Party. Though the 

                                                
 11 Robert Wuthnow, Remaking the Heartland: Middle America since the 1950s (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2011).   
 
 12 V.O. Key, Jr., Southern Politics in State and Nation: A New Edition (Knoxville: The University of 
Tennessee Press, 1984); C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the New South, 1877-1913 (Louisiana State University 
Press, 1951).  
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Democratic Party made a brief resurgence within the state during the Great Depression, by the 

1940s, the GOP had reestablished its hold.13 

  During the 1940s and 50s, small-town business leaders in southern Iowa and northern 

Arkansas operated within their states’ one-party frameworks. Though lacking partisan 

alternatives, rural and small-town voters nonetheless favored pro-business candidates who 

promised to accelerate industrialization. Northern Arkansans supported Democratic politicians 

like Francis Cherry who aimed to modernize state government, eliminate corruption, and 

promote economic development. Southern Iowans cast their votes for “modern Republican” 

officials like William Beardsley, who promised to spend money on vital improvements while 

keeping overall expenditures and organized labor in check. Though small town leaders in 

northern Arkansas and southern Iowa were drawn to candidates with similar positions, regional 

party allegiances fragmented the American heartland.  

 Starting in the 1950s, however, a political convergence took place at the presidential 

level, as rural and small-town voters united around mainstream, business friendly Republican 

candidates. The American heartland’s political unification began under Dwight Eisenhower, 

whose particular brand of modern Republicanism appealed to white rural voters across regional 

boundaries. Small-town business leaders argued that Ike was a representative of their own 

sensibilities, a “middle-of-the-road” figure who would continue to pump federal dollars into rural 

areas, while avoiding New Deal excesses. In northern Arkansas, Eisenhower and his successor 

Richard Nixon achieved a major breakthrough. Though the Ozarks had always been more 

amenable to Republicans than Arkansas’s Black Belt region, a legacy of a traditional divide 

                                                
 13 Harlan Hahn, Urban and Rural Conflict: The Politics of Change (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 
1971); Jim C. Larew, A Party Reborn: The Democrats of Iowa, 1950-1974 (Iowa City: Iowa State Historical 
Department, 1980); Thomas Dale Ungs, “The Republican Party in Iowa: 1946-1956,” Ph.D. Diss. (Ames: State 
University of Iowa, 1957).  
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between the upcountry and the plantation zone, the GOP rarely carried more than one or two 

counties in northern Arkansas.14 This all changed with Eisenhower. In 1952, the Republican won 

most of northern Arkansas, initiating a long-term partisan realignment as the region voted for the 

GOP in five of the next six presidential elections. In doing so, northern Arkansas abandoned the 

Solid Democratic South, casting its lot with rural communities throughout the heartland. 

Between 1952 and 1988, northern Arkansas and southern Iowa by and large voted the same in 

presidential elections. For southern Iowans, Eisenhower’s impact was subtler. In some ways, 

Ike’s victory represented the continuation of an age-old allegiance to the GOP. But Eisenhower 

also represented a major modification to this Republican tradition, as rural and small-town voters 

accepted a more active role for the federal government in economic development. 

 During the late 1950 and early 1960s, Republican Party officials in Arkansas and Iowa 

rebuilt the GOP around business principles that they preached would produce industrialization in 

the countryside. In both states, the GOP’s rebranding reflected increasing partisan competition. 

In Iowa, the GOP lost its stranglehold on political power in the mid 1950s. In 1956, Iowans 

elected Democrat Hershel Loveless governor. Loveless was the first Democrat to hold the office 

in nearly twenty years, and only the fourth party member since the Civil War. Loveless won the 

state by forging a mini-New Deal coalition consisting of industrial workers, urban progressives, 

and farmers.15 Feeling threatened, Iowa Republicans under the leadership of Norman Erbe 

decided to rebuild the party into a business friendly institution that would shape government 

policies to spur economic growth. The GOP targeted its appeal to rural, small-town voters, 

                                                
 14 On the division between the upcountry and plantation belt, see Steven Hahn, The Roots of Southern 
Populism: Yeoman Farmers and the Transformation of the Georgia Upcountry, 1850-1890 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1983). 
 
 15 Jim C. Larew, A Party Reborn: The Democrats of Iowa, 1950-1974 (Iowa City: Iowa State Historical 
Department, 1980). 
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whose collective investment in industrial development provided Republicans with an electoral 

base.16  

  In Arkansas, the Democratic Party’s “massive resistance” to desegregation and civil 

rights reform damaged the state’s prospects for attracting outside capital. This created an opening 

for a resurgent Republican Party led by Winthrop Rockefeller. A relocated heir of America’s 

famous capitalist family, Rockefeller spent his first few years in the state heading the Arkansas 

Industrial Development Commission. Rockefeller built an unassailable reputation by helping to 

diversify the state’s economy. A popular figure, he grabbed the reins of the Arkansas Republican 

Party, refashioning it into a racially moderate, business friendly organization. Promising to 

eliminate corruption and waste in state government, while also instilling efficiency and 

professionalism, Rockefeller offered a political philosophy closely resembling small-town 

business ideas. During the 1960s, Rockefeller remade Arkansas’s GOP into an effective 

institution dedicated to the belief that government should operate like, and on behalf of, business.  

 A major rural industrial boom enabled the rise of pro-business politicians throughout the 

countryside. The political vision of small-town business leaders would have had little impact 

upon the larger rural electorate if not for the widespread growth of rural manufacturing. Between 

1955 and 1975, manufacturing firms relocated en masse to the countryside, choosing to abandon 

their traditional urban homes for cheaper labor markets, weaker unions, and lower taxes. 

Companies either moved factories wholesale, or subdivided the production process by sending 

branch plants to smaller communities. During the 1960s, rural manufacturing growth outpaced 

metropolitan areas. By 1970, manufacturing jobs had surpassed farming employment in 

nonmetropolitan areas nationwide.  

                                                
 16 Harlan Hahn, Urban and Rural Conflict: The Politics of Change (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 
1971). 
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 During the late 1960s, business politics triumphed throughout America’s rural heartland. 

Small-town businessmen John Paul Hammerschmidt of northern Arkansas and Robert Beck of 

southern Iowa parlayed leadership in local industrial development into political careers. A 

lumber company owner from the town of Harrison, Hammerschmidt rose through the ranks of 

the Arkansas Republican Party to eventually become the first GOP congressman to represent the 

state since Reconstruction. Eschewing racist reaction, Hammerschmidt devised a local business 

critique of Great Society liberalism, arguing that the Johnson administration had hampered rural 

industrialization with its ruinous inflationary policies. After a long career as a small-town 

newspaper editor and local booster, Robert Beck rapidly climbed up the Iowa Republican Party 

ladder during the 1960s. In 1966 and 1968, Beck waged two unsuccessful attempts to capture the 

GOP gubernatorial nomination. Though he failed to attain the governorship, Beck’s rise from 

obscurity to Republican contender was due entirely to his pro-business agenda. While his own 

candidacy proved disappointing, Beck helped usher rural and small-town voters into a new 

Republican coalition, allowing the party to achieve major political victories in the 1968 election.  

 In the same year, Richard Nixon appealed to the rural electorate by offering to use the 

vast powers of the federal government to revitalize the countryside. Nixon made a bluntly 

economic appeal to rural and small-town Americans, promising to spur manufacturing growth in 

the American heartland. In the 1968 presidential election, voters across the American heartland 

overwhelmingly favored the moderate Republican over the liberal Democrat Hubert Humphrey 

and the rightwing populist George Wallace. In some ways, Nixon’s 1968 presidential victory has 

had a lasting effect. Rural and small-town Americans have consistently voted for, and identified 
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as, Republicans since the 1970s.17 However, the 1968 election was more a victory for business 

politics than Republican politics. Almost immediately, the GOP’s hegemony in the countryside 

came under assault.  

 In post-agricultural rural America, Democrats and Republicans competed for votes by 

adopting a similar pro-business ethos. After the civil rights movement effectively dismantled Jim 

Crow, many moderate Democrats throughout the South attempted to shift the party away from its 

segregationist roots. A younger generation of Democratic politicians, including Dale Bumpers of 

Arkansas and Jimmy Carter of Georgia, adopted many of the corporate motifs that had propelled 

the Republican Party to victory in 1968. Carter, who himself was a small-town businessman 

prior to entering partisan politics, furthered his career by promising to make government more 

efficient and operate according to “business principles.” Carter’s combination of business 

managerialism and racial moderation propelled him to the White House in 1976. In the 

presidential election of that year, Carter managed to win over a large number of white rural 

voters within not only the South, but also across America’s rural heartland.  

 The 1976 election signaled a new degree of partisan competition at the same time that it 

reflected an overarching consensus. No longer was the rural electorate starkly divided by region, 

with northerners voting overwhelmingly Republican and their southern counterparts doing the 

same for Democrats.18 Now, Republicans and Democrats competed in rural and small-town areas 

throughout the nation. But partisan parity masked a more basic political unity. The rural vote was 

                                                
 17 Seth C. McKee, “Rural Voters and the Polarization of American Presidential Elections,” PS: Political 
Science and Politics 41(1): 101-108, January 2008.  See also, Robert Wuthnow, Small-town America: Finding 
Community, Shaping the Future (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 308-309.  
 
 18 Seth C. McKee, “Rural Voters and the Polarization of American Presidential Elections,” PS: Political 
Science and Politics 41(1): 101-108, January 2008.  
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up for grabs because rural Democrats and Republicans adopted similar economic positions. 

Increasing partisan competition was the byproduct of a larger pro-business consensus.  

 In the closing chapter of his book, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America, 

David Danbom reflected on the paradoxical nature of “A Rural America without Agriculture.”19 

USDA analyst Anne Effland also diagnosed this phenomenon, calling for scholars to “recognize 

when rural is not the same as agricultural.”20 Building on these insights, this study attempts to 

decouple the categories of “rural” and “agriculture.” “Factories in the Fallows” provides a post-

agricultural history of rural America, examining the economic strategies used to fill the void left 

by farming. Though my work focuses largely on manufacturing (instead of other non-farm 

enterprises), I argue that rural industrialization represented the primary development paradigm 

and economic shift in the years 1945 to 1975. While there has always been a “non-farm” rural 

America, this social phenomenon emerged on an unprecedented scale in the second half of the 

twentieth century. The post-World War II era witnessed the end of mass agricultural 

employment, the final demise of Jefferson’s vision of an independent yeomanry. 

 Postwar rural and small-town America represents a glaring void within US 

historiography. Unsurprisingly, agriculture has been the central concern of scholarship on rural 

America after 1945. In one version or another, the primary focus of this literature has been the 

decline of small-scale, labor-oriented production (family farms, sharecropping, tenancy, and 

                                                
 19  “Afterword,” David B Danbom, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America, Second Edition 
(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2006), 258-263.  
 
 20 Anne B.W. Effland, “When Rural Does Not Equal Agricultural,” Agricultural History, Vol. 74, No. 2 
(Spring, 2000), quote on 500. See also, John Fraser Hart, “ ‘Rural’ and ‘Farm’ No Longer Mean the Same,” The 
Changing American Countryside: Rural People and Places ed. Emery Castle (Lawrence: University of Kansas 
Press, 1995), 63-76.  
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other forms), and the rise of ever larger, more mechanized, capital-intensive farms.21 Yet, few 

scholars have examined how rural and small-town communities responded, and adjusted, to 

widespread agricultural restructuring.22 Because of this, postwar rural and small-town America 

has inhabited a conceptual no-man’s land, too distant from the farm to be captured by 

agricultural history, but simultaneously outside the purview of other subfields.23 

 Historians of capital mobility and corporate relocation have been similarly neglectful of 

the countryside. Most studies have told the story of America’s postwar industrial remaking from 

the perspective of urban communities, showing how capital flight led to deindustrialization and 

an eventual urban crisis within major cities.24 According to mainstream scholarship, the 

beneficiary of industrial relocation was largely the suburbs, with manufacturing firms gravitating 

                                                
 21 David B Danbom, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America, Second Edition (Baltimore: The 
John Hopkins University Press, 2006); Daniel Nelson, Farm and Factory: Workers in the Midwest, 1880-1990 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995); Pete Daniel, Breaking the Land: The Transformation of Cotton 
Tobacco, and Rice Cultures Since 1880 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1985); Jack Temple Kirby, Rural 
Worlds Lost: The American South, 1920-1960 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1987); Mark 
Friedberger, “The Modernization of Iowa’s Agricultural Structure in the Twentieth Century,” in Iowa History 
Reader ed. Marvin Bergman (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2008, Second Edition), esp. 378-384.   
 
 22 There are a small number of exceptions. Several scholars have produced studies examining changes in 
postwar rural America. Jane Adams, The Transformation of Rural Life: Southern Illinois, 1890-1990 (Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 1994); Ronald Eller, Uneven Ground: Appalachia Since 1945 (Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky, 2008); Robert Wuthnow, Remaking the Heartland: Middle America since the 1950s 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011). 
 
 23 Anne B.W. Effland makes this point in her influential article, “When Rural Does Not Equal 
Agricultural,” Agricultural History, Vol. 74, No. 2 (Spring, 2000). 
 
 24 The standard bearer of urban deindustrialization studies is Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban 
Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996). Several chapters in a 
recent volume adopt this framing, Beyond the Ruins: The Meanings of Deindustrialization, ed. Jefferson Cowie and 
Joseph Heathcott (Ithaca: Cornell University, 2003), Tami Friedman, “‘A Trail of Ghost Towns across Our Land’: 
The Decline of Manufacturing in Yonkers, New York,” 19-43; Lisa M. Fine, “The ‘Fall’ of Reo in Lansing, 
Michigan, 1955-1975,” 44-63; Howard Gillette Jr.,”The Wages of Disinvestment: How Money and Politics Aided 
the Decline of Camden, New Jersey,” 139-158; and S. Paul O’Hara, “Envisioning the Steel City: The Legend and 
Legacy of Gary, Indiana,” 219-236. On deindustrialization more generally, Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison, 
The Deindustrialization of America: Plant Closings, Community Abandonment, and the Dismantling of Basic 
Industry (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1982).  
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away from the urban core and towards the metropolitan fringe.25 Numerous scholars have also 

highlighted the regional nature of capital mobility, showing how footloose industries moved 

away from the Northeast and Midwest, pejoratively referred to as the “Rust Belt,” for the warm 

hearth of the South and West, rechristened the “Sunbelt” after World War II.26 Rural 

industrialization has received minimal historical investigation when compared to these dominant 

framings, appearing at times within regional frameworks, but given little independent attention.27 

The few historians who have examined rural areas, such as Jefferson Cowie and Tami Friedman, 

have focused on the perspectives of corporations and unions, portraying rural and small-town 

communities primarily as settings for battles between labor and capital.28 Overall, rural and 

                                                
 25 Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985); Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar 
America (New York: Vintage Books, 2003); Kevin Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern 
Conservatism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005); Matthew Lassiter, The Silent Majority: Suburban 
Politics in the Sunbelt South (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006); Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The 
Origins of the New American Right (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Robert O. Self, American 
Babylon: Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oakland (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003).  
 
 26 James C. Cobb, The Selling of the South: The Southern Crusade for Industrial Development, 1936-1990 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1982); Tami Friedman, “Exploiting the North-South Differential: 
Corporate Power, Southern Politics, and the Decline of Organized Labor after World War II,” Journal of American 
History, September 2008, 323-348; Bruce Shulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt: Federal Policy, Economic 
Development and the Transformation of the South, 1938-1980 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); 
Elizabeth Tandy Shermer, Sunbelt Capitalism: Phoenix and the Transformation of American Politics (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013). 
 
 27 The topic has been far more popular outside of the historical discipline. Rural sociologists, 
anthropologists, and other social scientists have produced a voluminous literature on rural industrialization, some of 
which is cited throughout this manuscript (especially in chapter six). For the most part though, this literature has 
given little consideration to partisan politics or political realignment. To provide just a small sample: Deborah Fink, 
Cutting into the Meatpacking Line: Workers and Change in the Rural Midwest (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina, 1998); Donald Stull, Michael J. Broadway, and David Griffith, eds., Any Way You Cut It: Meat Processing 
and Small-Town America (Lawrence: University of Kansas, 1995). Cornelia Butler Flora and Jan L. Flora, 
“Midwestern Rural Communities in the Post-World War II Era to 2000” in The Rural Midwest Since World War II, 
ed. J.L. Anderson, (Dekalb: Northern Iowa University Press, 2014), 103-126. One of the few historians to broach the 
topic is Wilson J. Warren, “Beyond the Rust Belt: The Neglected History of the Rural Midwest’s Industrialization 
after World War II,” in The Rural Midwest Since World War II, ed. J.L. Anderson, (Dekalb: Northern Iowa 
University Press, 2014), 72-102. 
 
 28 Jefferson Cowie, Capital Moves: RCA’s Seventy-Year Quest for Cheap Labor (New York: New Press, 
2001). Tami Friedman, “Exploiting the North-South Differential: Corporate Power, Southern Politics, and the 
Decline of Organized Labor after World War II,” Journal of American History, September 2008, 323-348. 
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small-town America’s pursuit of industrialization amidst agricultural job decline has gone mostly 

uninvestigated.  

 Owing in large part to these historical blind spots, scholars and journalists have struggled 

to explain the politics of rural and small-town Americans. In popular discourse and scholarly 

exchanges, Thomas Frank’s bestselling book, What’s The Matter With Kansas?, has set the terms 

of the debate. Frank attempted to explain why an impoverished American heartland would 

consistently elect business friendly, conservative Republicans. He concluded that voters had 

relinquished their economic interests in exchange for the GOP’s support on religio-cultural 

wedge issues, such as gun rights and abortion. However, Frank made little effort to interrogate or 

define the so-called economic interests of heartland voters, presuming that those with less 

education and lower incomes should objectively favor the Democratic Party.29 The political 

scientist Larry Bartels used opinion poll data to disprove Frank’s conclusions, showing that 

many lower income Americans did indeed favor the Democratic Party, while those voting 

Republican did so largely as a result of the GOP’s economic policies.30 Nonetheless, Frank’s 

analysis has continued to exert a powerful influence on the field.  

 Recent historical scholarship has provided a myriad of alternative explanations for 

conservatism’s strength in the countryside. Shane Hamilton’s brilliant study of the trucking 

industry has argued that contradictions within the New Deal order led the rural working class to 

preach the economic advantages of transportation deregulation and other neoliberal policies.31 

                                                
 29 Thomas Frank, What’s the Matter with Kansas: How Conservatives Won The Heart of America (New 
York: Henry Holt and Company, 2004).   
 
 30 Larry M. Bartels, “What’s the Matter with What’s the Matter with Kansas?” Quarterly Journal of 
Political Science, 2006, 1: 201-226.  
 
 31 Shane Hamilton, Trucking Country: The Road to America’s Wal-Mart Economy (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2008).   
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Darren Dochuk’s work has shown how rural Ozark migrants who relocated to southern 

California and other Sunbelt centers helped create the modern Right with their evangelical, plain-

folk religion.32 Bethany Moreton’s study of Wal-Mart has argued that the company’s rural 

employees helped construct a “Christian free enterprise” ideology that melded evangelical fervor 

with capitalist promotion.33 Others have claimed that rural antipathy towards liberalism derived 

from racist reaction to minority rights or, alternatively, agrarian radicals’ suspicion of 

“centralized authority.”34 As groundbreaking as this scholarship has been, there has yet to be a 

community level study of rural politics that focuses primarily on local economic development.  

 This study links agricultural transformations, industrial relocation, and grassroots 

business mobilization to explain the politics of rural and small-town America. Postwar rural 

politics was not primarily the product of evangelical religion, culture wars, or working-class 

conditions. Small-town businessmen’s campaign to industrialize the countryside was the central 

determinant of rural political behavior. In countless speeches and newspaper editorials, small-

town boosters preached the benefits of corporate friendly policies, arguing that the combination 

of low business taxes, cheap labor, weak unions, and infrastructural upgrades would create new 

manufacturing jobs. This message found a receptive audience in communities where local shops 

were closing down, friends and neighbors were moving away, and poverty was a fact of life. 

During the 1960s, rural manufacturing growth gave legitimacy to pro-business politics. Though 

                                                
 32 Darren Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt: Plain-Folk Religion, Grassroots Politics, and the Rise of 
Evangelical Conservatism (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2011).   
 

33 Bethany Moreton, To Serve God and Wal-Mart: The Making of Christian Free Enterprise (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2009).  

 
 34 On racism and rural Ozark politics, see Michael Pierce, “Orval Faubus and the Rise of Anti-Labor 
Populism in Northwestern Arkansas,” in The Right and Labor in America: Politics, Ideology, and Imagination, ed. 
Nelson Lichtenstein and Elizabeth Tandy Shermer (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press) 98-113. For 
agrarian radicalism in rural America, Catherine McNicol Stock, Rural Radicals: Righteous Rage in the American 
Grain (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996). 
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rural industrialization was hardly universal, new industrial plants provided enough evidence to 

justify pro-corporate positions. Hoping to end a prolonged economic crisis, rural voters followed 

their local leaders in supporting corporate friendly policies and pro-business politicians.   

 But rural Americans were by-and-large not conservative.35 Rural voting patterns and 

qualitative evidence shows that the electorate favored mainstream Republican candidates such as 

Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon during the 1950s and 60s. In contrast, voters in the 

American heartland firmly rebuffed the right wing candidacy of Barry Goldwater, as well as the 

reactionary third party campaigns of Strom Thurmond and George Wallace. During the 1970s, 

centrist Democrats, like Dale Bumpers and Jimmy Carter, proved this moderate inclination, 

wooing white rural voters by adopting corporate motifs and pro-business positions. Rural and 

small-town politics was a unique political expression that would be inaccurate to describe as 

either “conservative” or “neoliberal.”36

                                                
 35 The conservative movement has been a central focus of postwar political history in recent years. (For an 
excellent summary of recent scholarship, see Kim Phillips-Fein, “Conservatism: A State of the Field,” Journal of 
American History 98 (3): 723-743, December 2011.) While I have been influenced by this massive literature, this 
study does not aim to add rural and small-town Americans to the conservative canon. Though some small-town 
business leaders, such as John Paul Hammerschmidt, identified as conservatives, the most common epithet used to 
describe their politics was “middle-of-the-road.” Likewise, none of the major threads of conservative intellectual 
thought—libertarianism, anticommunism, and traditionalism—identified by George Nash held a central place in 
their ideology. George Nash, The Conservative Intellectual Movement in America since 1945 (New York: Basic 
Books 1976).  
 
 36 David Harvey. A Brief History of Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
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Chapter 1: The Crisis of America’s Rural Heartland 

 
 In the second half of the nineteenth century, farmers flooded into America’s rural 

heartland. The interior of the country experienced substantial population growth and economic 

development as both domestic and foreign migrants settled territories that had once been the sole 

domain of American Indians, Euro-American trappers and traders, and a small number of semi-

subsistence yeoman. With the passage of the Homestead Act of 1862 and the expansion of the 

country’s railway network, millions of individuals and families flocked to previously 

inaccessible areas. Farmers moved across the Mississippi River and raised corn, wheat, hogs, and 

cattle for market. The demand for food, and other naturals resources, from America’s expanding 

industrial metropolises sustained a growing rural community.1    

 Southern Iowa and northern Arkansas were microcosms of this grand transformation. . In 

some ways, the two areas were very different. Southern Iowa was a prairie landscape, a lush 

grassland with scattered groves of trees. Northern Arkansas, on the other hand, had a 

mountainous topography covered with dense forests.2 Their states had been on opposite sides in 

                                                
 1 My overview of these historical processes are gleaned from several sources, Robert Wuthnow, Remaking 
the Heartland: Middle America Since the 1950s (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), xi-xii, 8-9, 19-; 
William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W.W. Norton, 1992); David 
Danbom, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America, Second Edition (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 
University Press, 2006); Dorothy Schwieder, “Iowa: The Middle Land,” in Iowa History Reader ed. Marvin 
Bergman (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1996), Fred A. Shannon, The Farmers Last Frontier: Agriculture, 
1860-1897, Volume V: The Economic History of the United States (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, Inc, 1945). Shannon 
describes those areas located between the ninetieth and ninety-fifth meridian in 1860, which included all of 
Arkansas and most of Iowa, as “still a farmers’ frontier only partially settled,” which would eventually “be occupied 
by four or five times as many as the existing number of farm families.” 32-33. 
 
 2 S.S Chapman, J.M. Omernik, G.E. Griffith, W.A. Schroeder, T.A.Nigh., and T.F. Wilton, “Ecoregions of 
Iowa and Missouri” (color poster with map, descriptive text, summary tables, and photographs): Reston: Virginia, 
U.S. Geological Survey, 2002. http://www.epa.gov/wed/pages/ecoregions/moia_eco.htm (accessed 10 March 2015); 
Milton Rafferty, The Ozarks: Land and Life (Norman: U. Of Oklahoma Press, 1980). 
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the American Civil War, with Iowans fighting for the Union and Arkansans the Confederacy. 

After the conflict, northern Arkansans cultivated cotton and other row crops while southern Iowa 

was situated in the Corn Belt where maize exercised ecological supremacy.3 

 Despite these differences, northern Arkansas and southern Iowa developed broad social 

and structural similarities in the second half of the nineteenth century. Although located in 

different geographical areas, southern Iowa and northern Arkansas experienced parallel historical 

development. Both areas developed a rural political economy centered on commercial agriculture 

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Mining, lumber, and other extractive 

industries were also features of the rural economy, but agriculture was the primary sector. The 

farm population in Arkansas and Iowa made up 79.7% and 68.7% of their respective rural 

populations in 1900.4 Farming was a way of life that sustained local institutions—such as one-

room schoolhouses, country churches, and small-town businesses. Agriculture driven economic 

development laid the groundwork for an entire rural social system that defined the American 

countryside until World War II.5 

 

The Formation of America’s Rural Heartland  

Southern Iowa is located north of Missouri, resting almost exactly between the “two great 

rivers”—the Mississippi and Missouri—that establish the eastern and western boundaries of the 

                                                
 3 Fred A. Shannon, The Farmers Last Frontier, 163.  
 
 4 Leon Edgar Truesdell, Farm Population: 1880 to 1950, Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C. 1960.   
 
 5 As late as 1950, the Economic Research Service of the USDA considered every county in northern 
Arkansas and southern Iowa (except one) “nonmetro farming dependent.” Carolyn Dimitri, Anne Effland, and 
Neilson Conklin, “The 20th Century Transformation of U.S. Agriculture and Farm Policy,” United States 
Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, Economic Information Bulletin No. 3, June 2005. Baxter 
County, Arkansas was the one exception, which was almost certainly not considered “farming dependent” in 1950 
due to the temporary influx of workers during the construction of the Bull Shoals Dam. "Industrial Growth in Baxter 
County," Baxter Bulletin, 21 May 1948.  
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state as a whole. Much of the region resembled Union County, which one early twentieth-century 

observer described as a “gently rolling or undulating prairie land interspersed with woods along 

the streams and artificial groves on the upland.” Encompassing much of the state’s “Blue Grass 

Region,” southern Iowa was scattered with the “tame grasses” that helped produce “tough, dense, 

compact sod.”6 The settlement of southern Iowa was spurred by the expansion of the Chicago, 

Burlington, and Quincy railroad and several other regional lines, which linked small “railroad 

towns” to a vast agricultural countryside.7 Settlement spread westward from the Mississippi 

River, with more easterly counties, such as Appanoose, experiencing initial population surges in 

the 1850s, while counties in the interior, including Union, grew rapidly during the 1860s. 

Between 1860 and 1900, the population of southern Iowa ballooned from 43,185 to 125,352.8 

Many of the region’s major commercial centers were founded during this period. In Union 

County, Iowa, the eventual county seat and railroad depot Creston was incorporated in 1869. The 

county’s second largest town, Lorimor, was organized in 1889, and incorporated in 1892.9  

In Union County, railroad expansion transformed a “lonely frontier” area previously 

inhabited by the Potawatomi Indians, transient Mormon migrants, and gold prospectors on their 

way to California into a zone of permanent commercial farmers.10 As one local historian noted in 

                                                
 6 George Ide, History of Union County, Iowa: From The Earliest Historic Time to 1908 (Joplin: Heathstone 
Legacy Publications, 2013. Orig. 1908), 67, 72.  
 

7 Shelton Stromquist, “Town Development, Social Structure, and Industrial Conflict, “ Iowa History 
Reader ed., Marvin Bergman (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1996), 197-240. Appanoose County Historical 
Society. History of Appanoose County (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Co., 1986), 37 discusses a number of railroad lines 
that traversed Appanoose County.  

 
 8 “1860 Census-Total Population-County-Level Data- Iowa,” and “1900 Census-Total Population-County 
Level Data-Iowa” Historical Census Browser (2004), Retrieved January 14, 2015, from the University of Virginia, 
Geospatial and Statistical Data Center: http://mapserver.lib.virginia.edu/. 
 
 9 Union County Historical Society, Union County History (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Company, 1981), 5-7. 
Quote on 5.  
 
 10 Union County Historical Society, Union County History (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Company, 1981), 5.  
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1908, “agriculture” was the “chief industry of Union County.” Reflecting the increasingly market 

oriented nature of farming, Union County leaders organized an agricultural society in 1866, a 

poultry association in 1882, and a farmers institute in 1889.11 Agriculture in southern Iowa was 

organized around family production, physical labor, and animal power. Residents of the Afton 

Care Center (a small town in Union County) recalled years later the “good old days” when 

“horse power was furnished by horses.” Prior to mechanization, horses were used to pull 

“walking plows,” which “took many trips across the field,” and later the “gang plow,” an 

instrument that “increased the amount of work which could be accomplished in a day.” Although 

many farmers had begun to purchase, or rent, steam powered threshing machines by the early 

1900s, farming remained dependent on human labor and animal power well into the twentieth 

century.12  

Northern Arkansas followed a similar path. Much of northern Arkansas was situated in 

the White River Hills section of the Ozark Mountains, with the area bleeding into the “gently 

sloping surface” of the Springfield Plain to the west, the jutting terrain of the Boston Mountains 

to the south, and the elevated forested uplands of the Central Plateau to the east. The White River 

Hills included a diverse landscape, with forestless “limestone buttes” protruding throughout the 

area. Alongside the menacing and “rugged…hills,” noted geologist Milton Rafferty, are 

“[f]orested slopes,” “bold limestone cliffs,” “parklike cedar glades,” “lobate ridges,” and “fertile 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 11  George Ide, History of Union County, Iowa: From The Earliest Historic Time to 1908 (Joplin: 
Heathstone Legacy Publications, 2013. Orig. 1908), 68, 83.  
 
 12 Union County Historical Society, Union County History (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Company, 1981), 55-
56.  This was true of the state as a whole as well, Dorothy Schwieder, “Iowa: The Middle Land,” in Iowa History 
Reader ed. Marvin Bergman (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1996). For an in-depth description of farming 
practices in early Union County, see George Ide, History of Union County, Iowa: From The Earliest Historic Time 
to 1908 (Joplin: Heathstone Legacy Publications, 2013. Orig. 1908), 68-75. 
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bottomlands.” A series of imposing rivers and tributaries gave the region a breathtaking scenic 

character that would later make it attractive to tourists and retirees.13 

Although inhabited by various Indian groups, trappers, and frontiersman for generations, 

Northern Arkansas had few permanent agricultural settlements until the 1830s. During the 

antebellum era, settlers from Upper South states (such as Tennessee and Kentucky) slowly made 

their way westward. Northern Arkansas’s small population of yeomen (Marion County had only 

1,325 residents in 1840) practiced semi-subsistence style farming, raising corn, oats, wheat, 

hogs, cattle, and other products for family use. After the Civil War, however, mass settlement by 

midwestern migrants made the region a center of commercial, market-oriented agricultural 

production. Located between the prosperous, diversified farms of the Springfield Plain in 

Northwest Arkansas—primarily in Benton and Washington counties—and the cotton-growing 

world of the Mississippi River Delta region, northern Arkansas farmers produced corn, cotton, 

and other row crops for sale in distant markets. Although direct railroad transportation did not 

come to Northern Arkansas counties until the turn of the century, water transport along the 

Buffalo and White Rivers, combined with rail networks along the periphery of the Ozarks, 

supported a population that grew from 35,010 in 1870 to 91,011 in 1900. This flood of migrants 

gave rise to a world of small landowners, tenant farmers, and other types of agricultural labor.14   

                                                
 13 Milton Rafferty, The Ozarks: Land and Life (Norman: U. Of Oklahoma Press, 1980). 
 
 14  The most in-depth and comprehensive study of the Ozarks region is Brooks Blevins, Hill Folks: A 
History of Arkansas Ozarkers & Their Image (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), esp. 9, 29, 
37-38, 63. Unfortunately, several northern Arkansas counties had yet to be founded, and therefore were not included 
in the 1860 census. For that reason, I chose to start my examination of the area’s population growth in 1870.  For 
census data, see “1870 Census-Total Population-County-Level Data-Arkansas,” and “1900 Census-Total 
Population-County-Level Data, Arkansas,” Historical Census Browser (2004), Retrieved January 14, 2015, from the 
University of Virginia, Geospatial and Statistical Data Center: http://mapserver.lib.virginia.edu/. I have excluded 
Baxter County in this data set, since it was not organized until 1880. The counties included in this demographic 
analysis include Boone, Carroll, Madison, Marion, Newton, and Searcy.  
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During the last three decades of the nineteenth century the number of farms in southern 

Iowa increased almost twofold, while northern Arkansas’s farms more than tripled. The dramatic 

increase in the number of farms reflected a national trend: the opening up of America’s 

“agricultural frontier” nearly doubled the country’s farm population between 1870 and 1900.15 In 

the seven counties that composed southern Iowa, the number of farms increased from 8,049 in 

1870 to 15,104 in 1900. In some counties the rate of growth was even more explosive, such as 

Union, where the number of farms grew from 519 to 1,823. In northern Arkansas, the number of 

farms increased from 4,207 to 13,639 between 1870 and 1900. In just thirty years, the combined 

number of farms in northern Arkansas more than tripled.16 The expansion of American 

agriculture during the late nineteenth century provided millions of Americans and new 

immigrant groups with a livelihood. 

In southern Iowa and northern Arkansas, tremendous population growth could only be 

achieved in a landscape where medium sized farms predominated. The ability of families to 

make their living off the land required that farms be large enough to produce an acceptable 

income, while ensuring that landholdings were not so large that they crowded others out of 

agriculture. Equally important, medium sized units allowed for the emergence of a commercial 

farming population capable of sustaining other institutions, such as schools, churches, and 

businesses. By the turn of the century, southern Iowa and northern Arkansas were composed of 

medium sized farm units. In southern Iowa, the average farm size in 1900 was 141 acres. In 

                                                
 15 David Danbom, Born in the County: A History of Rural America, Second Edition (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins University Press, 2006), 133.  Fred A. Shannon, The Farmers Last Frontier: Agriculture, 1860-1897, 
Volume V: The Economic History of the United States (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, Inc, 1945). 
 
 16 “Census Data Over Time-1870-1900-Agriculture-Total Farms-County-Level Data, Arkansas and Iowa” 
Historical Census Browser (2004), Retrieved January 14, 2015, from the University of Virginia, Geospatial and 
Statistical Data Center: http://mapserver.lib.virginia.edu/.  Once again, I have excluded Baxter County from this data 
set since it was not founded until 1880.  
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northern Arkansas, farms averaged 117 acres.17 As a point of comparison, in the state of 

California, where corporate style agribusiness was being pioneered at the time, the average farm 

size was 397 acres in 1900, with the county of Merced averaging 1,705 acres per farm. On the 

other end of the spectrum, agricultural areas settled much earlier had significantly smaller farms 

after years of subdivision. The average farm size in Pennsylvania and Massachusetts in 1900 was 

86 and 83 acres, with numerous counties in both states ranging between 30-60 acres.18  

Most migrants hailed from the eastern United States and northern Europe, which meant 

that in social composition and popular imagination the American heartland was closely 

associated with white Protestants. Economic forces excluded the bulk of eastern and southern 

Europeans who did not have the resources to purchase land and hence settled in the urban 

industrial centers of the Eastern seaboard and Great Lakes. African Americans, most of whom 

were recently freed from slavery, were also barred entry into America’s rural heartland by 

economic obstacles. The American interior was peopled by middle-class migrants relocating 

either from the northern and eastern United States, or northern European countries such as 

Germany, Great Britain, Sweden, Norway, Finland, and others.19 As an outgrowth of these 

patterns, the American heartland has always been viewed as an environment dominated by white 

people. 

                                                
 17 “1900 Census-Agriculture-Average Size of Farms in Acres-County-Level Data-Arkansas and Iowa,” 
Historical Census Browser (2004), Retrieved January 14, 2015, from the University of Virginia, Geospatial and 
Statistical Data Center: http://mapserver.lib.virginia.edu/.  
 
 18 “1900 Census-Agriculture-Average Size of Farms in Acres-County-Level Data-California, Pennsylvania, 
and Massachusetts,” Historical Census Browser (2004), Retrieved January 14, 2015, from the University of 
Virginia, Geospatial and Statistical Data Center: http://mapserver.lib.virginia.edu/. 
 
 19 Brooks Blevins, Hill Folks, 3, 19, 57. Dorothy Schwieder, “Iowa: The Middle Land,” in Iowa History 
Reader ed. Marvin Bergman (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1996), 2, 4-5. Bethany Moreton also makes this 
point in her book, To Serve God and Wal-Mart: The Making of Christian Free Enterprise (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2009), 10-11. 
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The formation of a predominantly white, Protestant universe of commercial, market-

oriented agricultural producers was neither smooth nor uncontested. The violent suppression of 

American Indians and the expropriation of native land paved the way for the spread of American 

farmers. In the second-half of the nineteenth century, movements and organizations, such as the 

Grange, the Wheel, the Farmers Alliance, and the Populists, expressed growing discontent over 

the position of the American farmer in both an increasingly urban industrial country and an 

intensely competitive agricultural marketplace. Issues of credit, currency, and transportation 

rates produced a growing discontent among American farmers struggling to survive in an 

expanded agricultural economy.20 For many, such as the yeomanry of the southern upcountry, 

the transformation to cash crop, market production (especially cotton) represented a brutal, and 

largely undesired, transition.21 Nonetheless, the dramatic expansion of commercial agriculture in 

the late nineteenth century provided the basis for the emergence of a new rural social system, as 

the resources generated by agriculture sustained millions of farmers and rural communities.  

With the introduction of railroad lines, mining operations also expanded in southern Iowa 

and northern Arkansas at the end of the nineteenth century. In the rural county of Appanoose, 

Iowa, coal mining started as small-scale operations in the late 1850s and early 1860s, and had 

grown into a major industry by the turn of the century. As the Appanoose County History book 

recounted, “The building of the Milwaukee Railroad through the county in the late 1800s was the 

stimulus that would change the coal industry from its infant state into that of a full-grown 

industry.” In 1886, Appanoose County’s thirty-three mines employed eight hundred men and 

                                                
 20 For more information on these topics, see, Lawrence Goodwyn, The Populist Moment: A Short History of 
the Agrarian Revolt in America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978); Charles Postel, The Populist Vision 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); David Danbom, Born in the Country, ch. 7.  
 
 21 Steven Hahn, The Roots of Southern Populism: Yeoman Farmers and the Transformation of the Georgia 
Upcountry, 1850-1890 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983).  
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produced 150,000 tons of coal. Appanoose’s mining industry reached its height in 1917 when 

sixty-seven mines provided jobs for over four thousand residents and produced more than 1.6 

million tons of coal. Between July 15, 1906 and December 15, 1906, the coal industry produced 

$709,835 in payroll dollars for the county.22   

In a similar fashion, mining and timber operations in northern Arkansas boomed during 

the same years with the expansion of railroad operations into the interior of the Ozark 

Mountains. As historian Brooks Blevins has shown, “Rail service in the area became a reality” 

when the hunt for new timber supplies “and the discovery of zinc deposits…led entrepreneurial 

railroaders to brave the rugged, steep country of the Buffalo and the White Rivers.” The 

Missouri and North Arkansas Railroad’s expansion resulted in the area “quickly becoming one 

of America’s hardwood lumber bonanza sites” with “virgin timber” giving rise to a vast complex 

of logging operations, lumber mills, and wood manufactories. County seat towns, such as 

Harrison and Mountain Home, became major centers for the production of lumber during the 

early twentieth century. At roughly the same time, a second railroad line in northern Arkansas 

also opened up the growing extractive economy. Baxter, Boone, and Marion counties finally 

attained direct railroad connections in 1903 when the St. Louis, Iron Mountain and Southern 

Railroad (renamed the Missouri Pacific in 1917) expanded into northern Arkansas.23 In these 

northern Arkansas counties, the discovery of rare metals resulted in the expansion of mining at 

the beginning of the twentieth century. Lead and zinc were the principal minerals extracted from 

northern Arkansas, with mining operations centralized in Marion County.24   

                                                
 22 Appanoose County Historical Society, History of Appanoose County (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Co., 
1986), 42, 43-44. 
 
 23 Brooks Blevins, Hill Folk, 73, 74, 75-77, 81, 82.  
 
 24 Milton Rafferty, The Ozarks: Land and Life (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1980), 132. 
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Farming, timber, and mining served as the economic base for southern Iowa, northern 

Arkansas, and rural communities throughout the nation during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century. Indeed, extractive industries, primarily farming, were the very reason for rural 

communities’ existence. These “basic industries”— defined as economic activities that exported 

raw materials or goods out of a general area, resulting in new resources coming into the 

location—served as the foundation that sustained an entire rural social system. 25 During the half-

century after the Civil War, farming, mining, and timber operations attracted millions of people 

into the interior of the country. 

 The farming families and rural inhabitants who were drawn to the countryside by these 

basic economic enterprises created a host of institutions that sustained a vibrant social world. 

Churches, schools, general stores, and voluntary associations flourished during this period as 

mass settlement produced stable rural populations eager for social, religious, cultural, and 

educational institutions. Nothing exemplified the emergence of an autonomous rural social 

system more than the proliferation of one-room schoolhouses in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century. Daphne Kelly, editor of the school history division of the Appanoose County, 

Iowa historical association, noted that during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 

“The one-room school was a way of life in rural Appanoose County, depicting the energy and 

hope that charged through the rural towns and along the country roads.” Indeed, by 1912, 

Appanoose County had 140 schoolhouses located throughout the county, with many 

concentrated in a single township.26 Appanoose was far from unusual. An editorial from 1958 in 

                                                
 25 Gene Summers, et al. The Industrial Invasion of Nonmetropolitan America: A Quarter Century of 
Experience (New York: Praeger Publishers 1976), 74.   
 
 26 Appanoose County Historical Society. History of Appanoose County (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Co., 
1986), 16. 
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the Creston News Advertiser, the local newspaper for the town of Creston, Iowa, recalled an 

earlier  “time when 100 rural schools in a county was not an uncommon state of affairs.”27 Even 

as late as 1945, Union County, Iowa, the home of Creston, had 61 rural schools still in 

operation.28 In northern Arkansas, one local study found that there were seventy-five school 

districts in Baxter County, Arkansas in the mid 1920s.29  

Country churches also dotted America’s agricultural landscape. Rural churches were 

ubiquitous throughout southern Iowa and northern Arkansas, providing religious services for 

farm families within a close distance of their farmsteads. New Hope Township, located in the 

northeast corner of Union County, Iowa, experienced a burst of church building activity during 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. As noted by Bea Vonasek and Lillian Dowler in 

the Union County History book, “Churches active in the township” included “Methodist, 

organized in 1888; Baptist, in 1887; Christian, later in 1887…United Brethren organized…in 

1904.”30 A wave of church building also swept over Boone County, Arkansas in the second half 

of the nineteenth century. The Bellefonte Methodist Church was created in 1872 when land was 

deeded for the construction of a building the following year. According to a local historical 

account, “The 1870 census says that there were thirteen churches in Boone County: three Baptist, 

                                                
27 “Fewer Rural Schools” Creston News Advertiser, 19 August 1958. 
 
28 "57 Rural Schools Are Operating in Union County: Four Fewer Than Last Year are Open This Term," 

Creston News Advertiser, 17 September 1946. 
 

 29 Ed Pinkston, “General History of the Rural Schools Located in Baxter County Fifty (50) Years Ago,” 
Baxter County History, No. 1-6, 1975-1980 (Mountain Home: Published by the Baxter County Historical Society, 
1975) Volume 1. No.2, 13. 
 
 30 Union County Historical Society, Union County History (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Company, 1981), 7, 
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three Christian, four Methodists, three Presbyterian.”31 Country churches provided religious 

services to local farm families and helped sustain community networks.  

Small-town newspapers were also central to the fabric of rural life. In the town of 

Creston, Iowa, local journalism was a chaotic, hyper-competitive industry during the late 

nineteenth century, where newspapers opened, folded, and switched hands with shocking 

frequency. By the early twentieth-century, however, Creston’s periodicals had consolidated into 

two daily newspapers, the Advertiser-Gazette and the Morning American. Local newspapers 

linked town and country, helping to incorporate farmers and isolated settlements into a broader 

countryside community. “There are but few homes in Union County that are not visited each day 

by one or the other of Creston’s daily papers and in every town and hamlet of southern Iowa are 

found subscribers to these papers,” wrote one contemporary. The local newspaper editor was a 

powerful community figure “whose name stands out boldly at the head of editorial columns,” 

and who was expected to “uphold good government,” “denounce fraud,” “preach righteousness” 

and “advocate moral and material progress.” In a symbiotic relationship, the “country press” 

provided tillers of the soil with information and entertainment, while farm families sustained 

local newspapers with their patronage.32 

Local banks were also an integral feature of rural and small-town life. The Boone County 

Bank of Harrison, Arkansas, founded in 1886, was the first financial establishment in the county 

and town with the same names. During the 1890s and early 1900s, numerous other local banks 

opened in Harrison and Boone County, including a Farmers Bank in 1911, but most did not 

                                                
 31 Roger V. Logan, Jr. History of Boone County, Arkansas (Paducah: Turner Publishing Company, 1998), 
26-27.  
 
 32 George Ide, History of Union County, Iowa: From The Earliest Historic Time to 1908 (Joplin: 
Heathstone Legacy Publications, 2013. Orig. 1908), 90-97, quotes on 96-97.  
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survive the economic depression of the 1930s. One bank that did persist was the Security Bank 

of Harrison, which was founded in 1931. The Security Bank catered to the local farming 

population. As one local historian wrote, “the bank started an outstanding livestock program 

promoting campaigns for a better agriculture community.” “Agriculture was still the prime 

interest of the bank during the latter part of the 1940s.”33 The proliferation of local banks 

reflected and reinforced the commercial nature of rural and small-town life during the late 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century, providing capital for market oriented farmers.  

While agriculture and other extractive industries provided the economic base for a whole 

host of institutions, they also sustained an entire network of business and consumer enterprises 

located in rural and small-town settlements. Dollars produced by the farm economy circulated 

throughout general stores and small-town businesses located near the American countryside. 

Douglas Ensminger and T. Wilson Longmore provided a useful sketch of the relationship 

between town and country in their 1949 essay, “Rural Trade Areas and Villages.”34 The authors 

depicted a constellation of interconnected rural and small-town communities, where a dispersed 

farming population living in open country produced economic resources and consumer dollars 

that flowed through local general stores and businesses in the countryside’s hamlets, villages, 

and county seats. Farmers traveled to these trading settlements to purchase needed perishables, 

consumer goods, and farm implements, or to partake in entertainment and social events. Though 

communities and commercial establishments competed for business, by and large, different types 

of places and institutions inhabited niches.  

                                                
 33 Delores Lafferty, “Banking in Boone County,” Boone County Historian, Vol. V, No. II, 1982, 123-131, 
quote on 125.  
 
 34 Douglas Ensminger and T. Wilson Longmore, “Rural Trade Areas and Villages,” in Rural Life in the 
United States, Carl C. Taylor, et al. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1952, orig. 1949), 78-91  
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Each type of settlement specialized in certain kinds of services for farm families. General 

stores, grocery stores, filling stations, drug stores, barbershops, and beauty parlors could 

generally be found in locations with populations below 2,500. More specialized stores, including, 

confectionary stores, meat and fish shops, auto dealers, hardware stores, apparel stores, garages, 

shoe repair shops, hotels, furniture stores, liquor stores, cigar shops, men’s-boy’s clothing shops, 

household appliance stores, shoe stores, laundries, funeral directors, motion pictures, printing 

and publishing establishments, and second hand stores generally required a larger population of 

2,500 to 10,000.35 For these goods and services, farm families and rural inhabitants would have 

to visit larger towns or “county seat” trading centers located some distance from their homes.  

Many places within southern Iowa and northern Arkansas reflected Ensminger and 

Longmore’s model. In Union County, Iowa, towns of various sizes offered different services to 

the local farming community. Lorimor, a small town with a population of 597 in 1900, had four 

garages, four auto companies, two oil companies, three oil and gasoline service stations, a 

veterinarian, a clothing company, two lumber companies, a hotel, a café, a general store, four 

grocery stores, two hardware stores, a farm implement dealer, a beauty shop, two barbershops, 

several millinary shops, an opera house, a bakery, a furniture company, a brickyard, an ice 

house, numerous livery barns, a dry cleaners, multiple blacksmiths, numerous drug stores, and 

other establishments operating within municipal boundaries at one time or another prior to World 

War II.36  Like Lorimor, towns with less than one thousand people dotted Union County, 

including Afton, Arispe, Cromwell, and Shannon City.37  

                                                
 35 Ibid., 88.  
 
 36 Lorimor Centennial Book Committee, Lorimor: The First Hundred Years, Centennial History Book, 
(Creston: Union County Iowa Historical Society), 102-143.  
 
 37 Union County Historical Society, Union County History (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Company, 1981), 
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Creston, the county seat and largest town in Union County, served as the local trading 

center with a population of 7,752 in 1900. Creston offered a host of services for the county and 

the surrounding agricultural community. The expansion of the Burlington and Missouri Railroad 

(later the C B & Q) produced an early population boom in Creston during the 1870s and 1880s 

after it was chosen as a division point for the regional railroad network.38 During the first half of 

the twentieth century, Creston solidified its status as the predominant commercial center in not 

only Union County, but also a large portion of southern Iowa. Harold Roberts, a Creston native 

who was born in 1922 and would later serve as the publisher of the Creston News Advertiser, 

described the bustling commercial world of the downtown business district that he witnessed 

during his youth: 

  Downtown was nearly the only act in town: grocery stores, butcher shops, 
 bakeries, doctor’s offices, even a hospital, departmental stores, garages, 
 implement dealers, a bowling alley, barber shops, autodealers and their garages, 
 furniture stores, funeral directors, clothing stores, shoe stores, insurance offices, 
 lawyers, tin ships, cigar makers, the [farmers] co-op, coal and junk dealers, 
 theaters, hardware stores, appliance dealers, corset filers, dry cleaners, dentists, 
 paint and wallpaper stores, utility offices, newspapers, egg and cream dealers, 
 truck lines, livery stables, city offices, including the jail, fire department, clerk’s 
 office, the Union County Courthouse offices, including the county jail and 
 sheriff’s offices, jewelry stores, the post office and federal offices, the depot and 
 railroad, the Coca-Cola plant, auto part stores, pool halls, the depot lunch 
 counter…39 

 

Roberts’s detailed summary of Creston’s downtown establishments captured the almost mythic 

imagery of the “Mainstreet” economy of Iowa’s rural small towns. Composed primarily of small 

independently owned enterprises, these institutions were geared towards marketing the products 

of local farmers and fulfilling the consumer needs of farm families.  

                                                
 38  Union County Historical Society, Union County History (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Company, 1981), 5.  
 
 39 Harold E. Roberts, “Introduction,” ‘Round the Community (Creston: H.E. Roberts, 2000) Union County 
Historical Society Collections.  
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A similar rural social structure predominated throughout northern Arkansas, with one 

noticeable difference. Located in a relatively inaccessible part of the Ozark Mountain region, 

northern Arkansas’s rural inhabitants depended heavily on nearby country or general stores.40 

Despite the predominance of the country store, in many rural counties, such as Baxter, small 

towns functioned in a similar manner to their southern Iowa counterparts. Local trading centers 

provided a host of services to farm families and rural inhabitants. With populations of less than 

one thousand prior to World War II, Big Flat, Cotter, Gassvillle, Norfork, and Salesville 

represented the smallest of Baxter County’s commercial hubs. To take just one example, in the 

year 1879, according to local historian Mary Messick, Gassville saw the opening of the Denton 

Hotel, only to be followed in “quick succession” by “a millinery shop, drugstore, two blacksmith 

shops, a bank, canning factory and later a theater” in the town.41  

Mountain Home, the county seat of Baxter, contained a variety of businesses and 

commercial outlets. By 1902, Messick found “23 Mountain Home business houses,” which 

included: a mining and development company, a broker in mines, minerals and timber, a real 

estate broker, numerous general merchandise stores, a jeweler, a photographer, a farm 

implements dealer, a staple and fancy groceries store, a hardware store, a shoemaker, a flour, 

feed, and produce shop, a combination furniture, undertaker and barbershop, a drug store, a 

groceries and feed store, a livery, feed, and sale stable, and a dual mining and real estate 

broker.42  

                                                
 40 Brooks Blevins, Hill Folks, 63-64.   
 
 41 Mary Ann Messick, History of Baxter County, Centennial Edition, 1873-1973 (Mountain Home: 
Published by the Mountain Home Chamber of Commerce, 1973), 67.  
 
 42 Ibid., 48-52 
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Although rural small-towns in southern Iowa and northern Arkansas provided a wide 

variety of commercial outlets for local inhabitants, these local trading centers generally lacked 

significant industrial enterprises. This is not to say that manufacturing and industry were not 

present in rural small-towns throughout the country, especially in larger commercial centers that 

served as county seats, such as Creston, Iowa and Mountain Home, Arkansas. Creston had 

multiple harness shops during the late nineteenth century, providing local farmers and residents 

with harnesses for their horses. Similarly, the town contained a flourmill, butter and egg 

marketers, and other businesses providing services for agricultural producers. By the 1890s, 

Creston had gained a few small industrial operations, such as the J.W. Barlett Planing mill 

“which made doors, window frames, sash, cashing,” along with the Tramp Brick yard, 

established in 1896, which sold bricks and tiles to locals within a 75 mile radius of the town. The 

town also boasted a marble works and manufacturers of “Bluegrass Palaces,” structures literally 

made out of grass, by the end of the century. In the early twentieth century, Creston also gained 

the Creston Cornice Works, which provided “skilled…tinwork, plumbing, heating, roofing work 

and so on” to local customers, several small cigar factories, and a burial vault manufacturer. 43 In 

the first two decades of the twentieth century, Swift and Company and Armour and Company 

established poultry processing plants near Creston. Starting in 1913, the town also served as the 

home for the Globe Bottling Co, which, according to the Union County History book, produced 

“a wide range of products—from bottling pop to bottling milk and making butter.” During the 

1920s the town also had a small glove factory. The Morrison Printing Company operated in the 

town during the 1930s, although the Petznick Company purchased it in 1934.44 

                                                
 43 Union County Historical Society, Union County History (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Company, 1981), 17-
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Despite such establishments, the industrial sector of rural and small-town communities 

was insignificant prior to World War II. The 1940 US Census listed only sixty-three 

manufacturing establishments with 428 average annual wage earners in all seven southern Iowa 

counties. In comparison, the nearby county of Wapello, Iowa had forty-three manufacturing 

establishments and 2,983 wage earners.45 Small-town manufacturers in general rarely employed 

a large number of people. An Iowa Business Digest examination of small-towns in 

“predominantly rural counties” found that manufacturing was “dominated by establishments of 

small size…producing products for local use.”46 Overall, the economic base of southern Iowa at 

mid century revolved around the agricultural economy and other extractive industries, with only 

minimal employment provided by manufacturing. 

Manufacturing in northern Arkansas was minuscule. The counties of Baxter, Boone, 

Carroll, Madison, Marion, Newton and Searcy had only forty-six combined manufacturing 

establishments in 1940. While the 1940 census did not provide data for Baxter, Marion, Newton 

or Searcy (suggesting a dearth of employment), the counties of Boone, Carroll, and Madison had 

only 279 combined average annual wage earners.47 Most firms processed raw materials 

unearthed from the Ozark hills, serving as a minor complement to the area’s extractive economy.   

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 45  “1940 Census-Economy/Manufacturing/Employment-Manufacturing Establishments and Annual 
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By the 1920s and 30s, Mountain Home, Arkansas had several “saw mills”, “a baseball bat 

factory,” “two lumberyards,” and a cooperage that all relied on the region’s timber supply.48  

Even with this small industrial base, according to Brooks Blevins, the “Arkansas Ozarks 

region would ultimately pass through the depression and World War II as one of the most 

agriculture-dependent regions in America, as well as one of the poorest.”49 Northern Arkansas 

residents were acutely aware of this economic reality. As late as May of 1945, an editorial in the 

Baxter Bulletin, the local newspaper for Baxter County, stated that, “In looking to the economic 

future of the county, we cannot overlook the fact that primarily we are and must be, an 

agricultural community.”50 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the spread of commercial agriculture 

and transportation networks west of the Mississippi gave rise to small-town trading centers that 

were sustained by a mass farming population and to a lesser degree other extractive industries. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, a robust social system had emerged where one-room 

schoolhouses, country churches, and local business establishments served the educational, 

spiritual, and consumer needs of America’s farm families. This social order remained more or 

less in place until the middle of the twentieth century. However, starting in the 1920s, 

transformations within farming undermined the economic foundations of rural society.  

 

America’s Long Rural Crisis  
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 During the period between 1920 and 1960, the rural society that had been forged in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century experienced a prolonged economic crisis. After 

World War I, declining crop prices and rising farm foreclosure rates laid bare the underlying 

weaknesses of American agriculture. The stark reversal of what had been two decades of 

sustained prosperity at the opening of the twentieth century propelled farmers on a quest for 

greater productivity in an attempt to fulfill their consumer desires and maintain their standards of 

living. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, farmers adopted new practices in an effort to combat 

the downturn in the global commodities market. They took out loans to invest in labor saving 

machinery, such as tractors and combines, to make up for smaller profit margins with greater 

output. Working hand-in-hand with the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), land-

grant universities, and state extension offices, commercialized farmers attempted to reverse their 

declining fortunes with technological innovations. But these decisions only created a cyclical 

effect where increased production drove down prices even more, necessitating ever-greater 

production, and so on. The collapse of the agricultural economy during the 1930s only furthered 

the campaign for expanded productivity.51    

Despite attempts by federal bureaucrats to limit production in order to raise crop prices, 

the New Deal propelled the commercialization and mechanization of American agriculture. New 

Deal programs, such as the Agricultural Adjustment Administration and Commodity Credit 

Corporation, paid farmers not to plant crops on a portion of their land, while also guaranteeing 

minimum prices for certain commodities. With fewer overall acres in use, and more income 

generated by transfer payments and government backed price levels, the most commercially 
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oriented farmers looked to raise their profits through increases in productivity.52 In the South, 

government dollars enabled large landowners to purchase new machinery and chemicals, 

allowing plantation owners to wean themselves off cheap agricultural labor.53  The application of 

modern science to farming achieved new heights during the second half of the twentieth century.  

Government financed scientific innovations combined with geopolitical developments to 

initiate a “production revolution” in the 1940s and 50s.54 Advances made in agricultural 

laboratories, including hybrid seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides, complemented the earlier move 

towards mechanization and allowed farmers to achieve unheard of levels of productivity in the 

postwar era.55 At the same time, the manpower shortage created by World War II pushed farmers 

to utilize new machinery and agri-scientific research as a replacement for scarce labor.56 

Following the defeat of the Axis powers, multilateral trading agreements signed between 

America and its postwar allies ushered in a more unified global commodities market, placing 

American farmers in greater competition with their counterparts throughout the world. Only the 

most heavily capitalized and politically well-organized farmers survived.57 
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Farm modernization dealt a fundamental blow to the American heartland’s rural and 

small-town social system. Hyper-competitiveness and overproduction drove many marginal 

producers out of farming. As agriculture became increasingly capital intensive, demand for farm 

laborers greatly diminished. The result of these developments was massive rural outmigration. 

Rural inhabitants were forced to look for employment away from home, since few economic 

enterprises existed within predominantly agricultural areas. The loss of inhabitants started a 

chain reaction that rippled throughout rural communities. Churches, schools, and voluntary 

associations could not survive without an abundant pool of locals. Small-town businesses and 

banks suffered as well with fewer potential customers. The outmigration of millions of rural 

Americans “had important social effects,” as David Danbom noted, “It meant fewer parishioners 

for churches and fewer pupils for schools.” “It put added pressures on small towns” and 

“contributed to the deterioration of rural social networks.” These trends, which began in the 

1920s, would remain persistent features of the countryside for decades.58 

By the 1940s and 1950s, increased productivity had become gospel within Iowa’s 

farming community. Many of the area’s farmers adopted modern machinery and scientific 

methods with alacrity.  “During the 1930’s some farmers had purchased small tractors,” the 

Union County History book recounted, “but by 1940 the tractor was fast replacing the team of 

horses. From that time on tractors and farm machinery have become larger and more technical” 

with “combines…replacing the old threshing machines in the early 40’s.”59 The Iowa Farm 

Bureau Federation proclaimed in 1950 that, “Modern Science is a boon to agriculture.” “By 
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applying DDT to corn,” the IFBF explained, scientists have made a “major contribution to 

modern corn cultivating.”60  

In Arkansas, the production revolution hit with equal ferocity. In the period from 1940 to 

1954, the number of tractors in Arkansas multiplied by seven, decreasing the ratio of farm 

workers to machines from 24-1 to 3-1. Similarly, farmers increased their spending on capital 

investments such as feed, gasoline, and fertilizer by a factor of ten.61 Contemporary rural 

Arkansans did not fail to notice this trend. An agricultural extension report from 1950, quoted in 

Baxter County’s local newspaper, proclaimed that the 1940s were a “banner period for 

mechanization on Arkansas farms” as the number of tractors jumped from just 12,000 in 1940 to 

47,000 in 1947. The newspaper also highlighted the increasing importance of combines and 

cotton pickers.62 

Farm modernization even affected many areas that were slow to embrace the revolution. 

Farmers in areas like northern Arkansas who were relatively late in adopting machinery and 

other capital improvements faced new competitive pressures. In the Ozarks, the number of 

farmers producing corn, cotton, sorghum, wheat, and oats, the primary row crops of the area, 

dramatically shrank prior to World War II since the region’s small and medium sized producers 

could not compete with the heavily mechanized farms within the state and throughout the nation. 

Indeed, modern machinery, such as tractors, did not become standard in the Ozarks until the 

postwar period, since it was not possible for marginal farmers to purchase expensive implements. 

But once mechanization finally took hold in the years after World War II, rapid farm 
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consolidation followed. Farmers who were able to use new machinery needed to acquire more 

land in order to profit from their investments, while those with too few acres or too little capital 

to do the same generally sold out to larger operators and left the agricultural economy.63  

During the post-World War II period, technological innovations, government policies, 

and scientific advancements converged to produce a consolidated farming economy. 

Commercialized farmers looked to make the most of their capital investments in machinery and 

chemicals, increasing their land holdings by “buying-out” their struggling neighbors. Those who 

did not sell out saw their farms go out of productive use and were forced to look for jobs outside 

of the agricultural sector. In essence, as farms grew larger, the number of farms and farmers 

grew smaller.64 In Union County, Iowa the number of farms declined from 1,376 to 1,176 

between 1954 and 1959 (a decrease of almost 15%), with the average farm size rising from 190.5 

to 222.7 acres in the same period.65 In Boone County, Arkansas local newspaper accounts 

published census data showing identical trends: “There were 1,487 farms in 1959, compared 

with 1,759 in 1954. The average size of farm was 185.6 in 1959, compared with 160.6 acres in 

1954.”66 

Placing even greater economic stress on rural areas was the fact that employment fell 

dramatically in the other two primary rural industries—mining and timber—throughout this 

period as well. Many companies established in the late nineteenth century found their wells had 
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run dry by World War II. The rural county of Appanoose, Iowa was hard hit by technological 

developments and mineral exhaustion within the local mining economy. One local historical 

account shows that there were sixty-seven mines operating in 1917, employing over four 

thousand rural Iowans at the peak of the industry. However, by 1946, those numbers had shrunk 

to only forty mines, employing roughly 665 people.67 One economic study provided different 

numbers, but showed a no less devastating decline in mining employment. Between 1910 and 

1955, the number of people employed in mining in Appanoose dropped from 3,282 to only 

343.68 In rural northern Arkansas, both mining and timber experienced a similar downward 

trajectory. Between 1950 and 1960, mining employment in the rural areas of Arkansas’s Ozark 

Mountains declined by 29%. Indeed, by 1960, only 1,900 people were employed in mining in all 

rural areas within the Arkansas Ozark region.69 By the 1930s the timber industry had almost 

completely exhausted the previously abundant forests of the Ozark Mountains, although the 

industry continued to limp along until the Second World War.70 

The farm populations of southern Iowa and northern Arkansas shriveled as 

mechanization pushed wage laborers, sharecroppers, tenant farmers, and small producers out of 

the agricultural sector. An editorial in the Lenox Times Table, the local newspaper for Lenox, 

Iowa described the situation in 1950, “Today one person in five lives on a farm. Forty years ago 

one person in three lived on a farm…The modern farmer is a much better producer than his 
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counterpart of 40 years ago,” and the “farm population continues to grow smaller and smaller 

and at a progressively increasing speed.”71 Statistical data backed these editorial observations. A 

study of rural counties found that Adams, Clarke, Decatur, Ringgold, Taylor, and Union lost 

between eighteen and thirty three percent of their farm populations between 1950 and 1960.72  

Locals within northern Arkansas also registered the decline of their farm population. 

Although continuing to laud farming’s “prominent place in the economic life of Baxter,” a 1957 

editorial in the Baxter Bulletin explained that “the farm population in these [Ozark] mountains 

has dwindled since World War I, and many hill acres which once produced field crops are no 

longer being tilled. This was the inevitable result of a sweeping change in the overall farm 

picture, which especially affected the southern states and marginal farmers.” 73 A report titled 

“An Economic Analysis of the Ozark Region,” undertaken by two scholars as part of a joint 

effort between the University of Arkansas Agricultural Experiment Station and the Economic 

Development Division of the USDA, found that the rural farm population in the Arkansas 

Ozarks declined by 60 percent in the years between 1950 and 1960.74 In a direct correlation, the 

same study also found that the number of farms in the rural portion of the Ozark Mountains 

declined by 41.7 percent during these years.75  

Added to the “push” factors that were compelling farmers and rural Americans to flee the 

American countryside were a host of “pull” forces serving as a magnet for displaced agrarians. 
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During World War II, new industrial opportunities in booming war industries led many farmers 

to leave the low-paying agricultural sector in search of abundant factory jobs.76 Similarly, during 

peacetime, the dramatic expansion of the American suburbs led many farmers to merely abandon 

their homesteads for greater opportunities in other landscapes.77 Government policies aided this 

transition, as ineffective efforts to curb overproduction provided many farmers with a convenient 

way out of the agricultural sector. The Soil Bank, created under President Eisenhower, allowed 

farmers to merely “deposit” their landholdings into the hands of federal government in return for 

a cash payment for taking their farms out of production.78 These combined processes ushered 

rural Americans out of the countryside.  

Agricultural restructuring produced a ripple effect throughout the countryside. Between 

1920 and 1960, northern Arkansas and southern Iowa experienced massive outmigration and 

depopulation. Northern Arkansas’s population declined from 94,961 to 67,079 during these 

years, a loss of almost 30 percent. Southern Iowa fared even worse, as its population dropped 

from 118,858 to 77,121, a 35 percent decline during this forty-year period.79 For communities 

that interpreted population growth as the primary indicator of progress, where every census 

offered a moment for collective reflection, demographic decline represented a huge problem. In 

May of 1950, the Centerville Iowegian reported that, “Local civic minded leaders were 

stunned…when they learned that the unofficial census count” showed  “a loss of nearly 1000 
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people.” “This news,” the periodical continued, “so shocked the Association of Commerce that 

they promptly called a special board of directors meeting last night to give the matter full 

consideration.”80  

Population loss was even more troubling because of the types of people who were 

leaving. Young people were by far the most likely group to migrate from rural communities. An 

Iowa State University report on population change in the southern Iowa counties of Adair, 

Madison, Adams, Union, Clarke, Taylor, Ringgold, and Decatur, found that the number of 

residents aged 20-29 dropped by 38.9% between 1950-1960; and 26.6% for those in the 30-39 

age group.81 “The most tragic part of the population story,” the Centerville Iowegian noted years 

later, “was the loss in the 20 to 60 year old age bracket.”82 

Those who bucked the trend and decided to stay in their rural communities often suffered 

from poverty. In March of 1950, the Centerville Iowegian published the results of a study 

undertaken by a University of Iowa economist showing that southern Iowa was one of the 

poorest areas in the state. Every county in southern Iowa fell below the state average per capita 

income of $1,143. Monroe County, with a per capita income of $529, was the poorest county in 

the entire state. Appanoose and Union, with average incomes of $633 and $776 were 30-45% 

lower than the state average.83 In the northern Arkansas counties of Boone, Baxter, Fulton, Izard, 

Marion Newton, Searcy, and Stone, according to one study undertaken in 1959, the median 

family income was $2,254. This was well below the federal poverty line set at $3,000, and nearly 
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30% less than the state median family income of $3,184. Farm families were the most 

impoverished, with a median family income of just $1,908.84 

With the rural population in freefall, the independent institutions that had been created in 

the late nineteenth century—churches, schools, general stores—began to crumble. Rural 

communities were confronted with a massive wave of postwar school consolidation. A 

traditional scourge of rural communities, school consolidation represented an effort to eliminate 

small rural districts by folding them into neighboring school systems. At first, many rural schools 

closed their doors voluntarily during the late 1940s and early 1950s owing to a lack of resources, 

pupils, and teachers. As early as 1946, Union County was announcing the closing of four rural 

schools that had operated the previous year, dropping the counties total count from 61 to 57.85 

New Hope Township, located in Union County, claimed nine rural schools at one point but 

“most of them were abandoned by the early 1950s.”86 However, the state government took 

control of the process in the late 1950s, mandating that small rural districts merge with 

neighboring school systems. "We are able to conserve teaching manpower by eliminating rural 

schools, especially where there are now only from six to 15 pupils per teacher,” one county 

superintendent argued in 1956.87 

 Iowa’s smaller communities could do little to stop school consolidation when the state 

passed a law in 1957 that mandated all of Iowa’s schools to be within a twelve-grade school 
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district by 1962.88 Whereas the state of Iowa had 3,323 school districts as of 1958, there would 

be only 1,391 active districts come the 1961-1962 school year.89 As one of the least populated 

parts of the state, southern Iowa received the brunt of this assault on the traditional rural 

educational system. In Union County, the Creston News Advertiser reported that only six rural 

schools would open in 1958, a tremendous drop from the seventeen that had operated in 1957, 

and the 61 that were open at the end of World War II.90 This process would be completed in 

1966, when Union County officials closed the area’s last rural school. 91 

 In the state of Arkansas, school consolidation took place with brutal efficiency. In 1948, 

the state legislature passed Initiated Act No.1, which called for the consolidation of all county 

school districts with fewer than 350 pupils. Boone County had ninety-nine school districts in 

1927, but that number had dropped to six by the 1970s.92 Rural schools throughout northern 

Arkansas merged with neighboring small town districts. In Baxter County, over sixty districts 

were folded into just a few county school districts, nearly all of which centered on the small-

towns of Big Flat, Cotter, Mountain Home, and Norfork.93   

Rural churches followed a similar path to educational institutions in southern Iowa. 

Declining local populations pushed many churches to merge with neighboring institutions to 
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pool resources and parishioners. Although it is unclear exactly when this happened, the example 

of Dodge Center Church, located in Union County, displayed the process that thousands of 

country churches experienced throughout the postwar period. Founded in 1892 as part of the 

flurry of institution building following post-Civil War settlement, Dodge Center Church was 

eventually forced to share a minister with congregations in Afton and Jerusalem. This was 

necessary, a local history explained, “because changes in rural living and farming,” where “farms 

have become larger and the people fewer,” created a situation in which “attendance has dropped 

so the strength of the church has dwindled.”94 Rural churches that did not choose to combine 

with their neighbors were often forced to close as a result of dwindling memberships or a natural 

disaster. In 1950, the Lincoln Chapel Church, located near the border of Union and Adair 

counties, burned to the ground. Rather than rebuild, its parishioners joined the nearby Jerusalem 

congregation. A United Brethren in Christ church located near the town of Lorimor was 

abandoned and eventually demolished in the 1950s.95 

Country churches in northern Arkansas also disappeared. In 1956, the Baxter Bulletin 

expressed (ultimately unwarranted) relief that “recent statistics” seemed to be showing that “the 

steady decline in the number of rural churches operating in the United States” may have come to 

an end. “Prior to World War II,” the editorial noted, “rural churches in this country were closing 

at a rate of almost a thousand a year.” “Mechanized farming reduced the number of people in 

rural communities,” which, along with “the trend of the population from rural areas to 
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metropolitan areas,” resulted in widespread church closures.96 Rural churches struggled to 

survive throughout the twentieth century, with many Ozark institutions closing.97  

 Small-town businesses and banks were equally hard hit by outmigration. Northern 

Arkansas witnessed the almost wholesale disappearance of the local general store. An institution 

closely identified with the agricultural community, general stores could hardly exist in a world 

without an abundant farm population.98 Even a relatively large, well-situated town like 

Centerville, Iowa could not help but be affected. Robert Beck, the editor of the town’s local 

newspaper, the Centerville Iowegian, explained how the dual forces of farm consolidation and 

mineral depletion affected the larger rural universe in which he and the rest of Appanoose 

County lived. As Beck described the situation at the beginning of the postwar period in the 

History of Appanoose County, “The lingering coal industry was just hanging on by the edge of 

its teeth…farm mechanization and consolidation [were] reducing farm units…exacting an 

economic price” and by “most local economic measurements, things like retail sales, bank 

deposits, population, school enrollment, were making disappointing showings.”99  

  Starting in the 1920s and continuing for at least the next half century, America’s rural 

heartland was in a perpetual state of economic crisis. Agriculture, timber, and mining released 

laborers in huge numbers, while wages and incomes plummeted, leading millions of displaced 

workers to leave rural and small-town America. Though the Great Depression produced a slight 

respite from the plague of outmigration, owing entirely to a lack of industrial opportunities 
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elsewhere, New Deal farm programs ultimately laid the basis for the continued replacement of 

manpower by machinery. Similarly, the cessation of outmigration during the 1930s merely meant 

that the rural poor had nowhere to escape, essentially trapped in the bleak economic conditions 

of the heartland.100 During and after World War II, rural exodus returned with a vengeance. Farm 

workers and rural residents who did not leave the countryside were subjected to high poverty and 

unemployment rates. Population decline and widespread economic despair undermined the 

foundations of the heartland’s rural and small-town social system, as local churches, schools, and 

businesses suffered from fewer patrons with less money in their pockets.  

Rural small-towns throughout the American heartland, in particular, found themselves in 

a precarious situation. On the one hand, the decline of rural institutions made small-towns the 

new economic, social, and cultural center of country life. With one-room school houses closing 

in mass during the 1940s and 1950s, rural students were reassigned to new “consolidated” school 

districts, which were generally located in local small-town centers. As country churches faced 

near extinction, many congregations chose to either close their doors or merge with small-town 

brethren. By the 1960s, the institutional pillars of an agricultural existence lay in ruins. As a 

result, the rural world became reoriented towards local small-towns. “Reversing the traditional 

relationship between farm and village,” in the words of one scholar, those living in the 

countryside came to depend on the town.101 

On the other hand, rural small-towns faced an unstable economic position. With the rapid 

diminishment of jobs in the agricultural and extractive industries, small-towns now lacked the 

economic enterprises that had historically sustained them. Unlike farmers though, many small-
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town inhabitants could not merely abandon their locales. Farmers could leave rural areas and 

often expect to maintain or even enhance their economic standing by acquiring better paying 

industrial jobs. For local businessmen, bankers, retailers, shop-owners, construction contractors, 

newspaper editors, and others, this was simply not an option. With their social, economic, and 

political statuses entirely linked to particular locales, the death of their small-towns was akin to 

their own social demise. The future threat of declining populations became the central obsession 

of small-town elites and their fellow inhabitants.102 As the Lenox Timetable, a southern Iowa 

local newspaper, explained in 1962: “Farm population has declined and there is no prospect in 

the future that it will increase.” The paper proposed replacing agricultural employment with new 

manufacturing, arguing that, “Every community needs industry. Without industry the community 

fails to be useful to itself, it goes into a state of decadence. All that is necessary is to take a look 

at some of the small communities that are without industry, and that alone will speak for 

itself.”103 The Lenox Timetable’s words could not have been more incisive, suggesting that local 

communities were only as “useful” as the economic activities that legitimated their existence.  

While America’s rural crisis began in the 1920s, and some would argue even earlier, few 

efforts were made to industrialize the countryside until World War II. Most rural policymakers, 

social reformers, and academics focused their attention on the farming community. As USDA 

historian Anne Effland has argued, “Throughout the first half of the twentieth century…most 

rural life studies focused on the characteristics and needs of farm families, farm youth, and farm 

communities.”104 Though Mississippi politicians would spearhead a major industrialization 
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campaign in the mid-1930s with the Balance Agriculture with Industry (BAWI) program, and 

some New Deal officials argued that manufacturing should decentralize to the countryside, these 

were largely experimental initiatives. Government sponsored industrial development programs 

would not become a reality in Arkansas and Iowa until the Second World War.105 
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Chapter 2: World War II and The Origins of Rural Industrial Development in 
Arkansas and Iowa 

 
 Though America’s rural heartland had been in a persistent state of economic crisis since 

the 1920s, it was not until World War II that industrial development emerged as a viable solution 

to the decline in agricultural and extractive employment. Following the outbreak of war in 

Europe, many states formed organizations to pursue defense related industries. As the Nazi war 

machine revealed the devastating nature of modern warfare, especially aerial bombardments, 

many local and national policymakers argued that America’s industrial base should be 

“decentralized” to protect vital military production. Public officials and private interest groups in 

Arkansas and Iowa mobilized to acquire a share of the expected wartime industrial expansion. 

Organizations such as the Arkansas Economic Council and Iowa Industrial and Defense 

Commission paved the way for the institutionalization of industrial development after the 

conflict. By 1945, Arkansas’s industrial program operated as a public-private partnership, with 

the Arkansas Economic Council-State Chamber of Commerce helmed by business leaders and 

the Arkansas Resources and Development Commission operating as a public agency. The Iowa 

Development Commission, also formed in 1945, oversaw industrial initiatives there. During the 

mid-to-late 1940s, both Arkansas and Iowa focused their efforts on natural resource-based 

industries and farm-oriented firms, believing that industrialization would grow from raw 

materials and farm byproducts. 

 
Wartime Industrialization and the Founding of the Arkansas Economic Council and Iowa 
Development Commission   
 
  In the spring of 1961 edition of the Arkansas Economist magazine, Colter Hamilton 

Moses, the former president of the Arkansas Power and Light Company (AP&L), reflected on 

the origins of Arkansas’s industrial development program. Moses wrote that, “Back during 
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World War II some Arkansas business leaders were talking about postwar problems. A vice 

president of our company [AP&L] suggested that the 200,000 Arkansas servicemen wouldn’t be 

satisfied with their former low-income jobs on the farms. Besides, tractors and machines were 

reducing the demand for farm labor.” In Moses’s recounting, a business associate posed the 

question, “How can we get them jobs?” to which another individual answered, “Let’s be ready 

when the war ends—let’s find the postwar plan quicker and better than the other states.” And it 

was at this moment, Moses explained, that businessmen formed the Arkansas Economic Council 

to diversify the state’s agricultural economy through industrialization.1   

 In 1945, Iowa’s Governor Robert Blue oversaw the creation of the Iowa Development 

Commission (IDC), which was to serve as the state’s primary industrial promoter. An untitled 

speech from Blue’s gubernatorial papers explained that Iowa’s campaign for industrialization 

was a direct response to the social effects of mechanization and agricultural restructuring:  

Through improved farming methods and equipment, the number of people engaged in 
agriculture in Iowa has been less each year…This farm population has generally moved 
out of the State and into more congested areas...For the good of the country as a whole, 
and for the good of Iowa in particular, it seems appropriate that every effort should be 
taken to develop the present industries in Iowa and secure additional ones, at least to an 
extent that will absorb the farm boys and girls that are not going to be needed in 
agriculture.  
 The State of Iowa, through its legislators, has created the Iowa Development 
Commission. Part of the duties and objects of this Commission are to aid in the industrial 
development of Iowa.2  

 

                                                
 1 C. Hamilton Moses, “The Arkansas Plan,” The Arkansas Economist, Vol. 3, No.3, Spring, 1961, 1.  
 

2 Untitled Speech, Governor Robert D. Blue Papers, Departmental and Subject Files Box, Folder: 
Development and Industrial Commission, 1944-1946 (Des Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa) Though the 
document does not have a title or date, its location in Governor Blue’s papers and the content of the analysis 
suggests that it was most likely produced in 1945 or 1946. The document’s content suggests that it was the draft of a 
speech on the availability of natural gas for industrial purposes. Though I acknowledge a lack of precision in 
identifying the exact character of this document, the lack of a title or date was typical of speech drafts in Blue’s 
Papers (including those located at both the State Historical Archives and the University of Iowa). 
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 The drive for postwar industrial development represented a concerted effort on the part of 

business associations and government officials to end the heartland’s dependence on agriculture. 

Farming promised only low-wage jobs for both states’ populations. Even worse, structural 

transformations brought on by mechanization, government policies, and technological innovation 

threatened to deplete farm employment in both states. Moses’s reference to returning World War 

II “servicemen” and Blue’s invocation of “farm boys and girls” highlighted the growing concern 

that the lack of jobs would make it impossible for either state to hold onto its citizens. A 

diminishing supply of low-paying farm jobs would hardly entice GI’s and young people to stay 

in their home states. In linking farm mechanization, industrialization, and population 

outmigration, Moses and Blue expressed a political calculation that would define postwar 

economic development throughout America’s rural heartland.  

 In rural America, World War II sparked the drive for industrial development. At two 

o’clock on Tuesday, September 10, 1940, almost one year after the invasion of Poland by 

German forces, and roughly four months after the fall of France,3 the Iowa Industrial and 

Defense Commission (IIDC) held its first meeting in the offices of Governor George A. Wilson. 

Present at the meeting were representatives from the most important interest groups in the state, 

including: A.A. Couch, the President of the Iowa Federation of Labor; Frank Wilson, President 

of the Iowa United Mine Workers of America; Allen Klein, Vice Chairman of the Iowa Farm 

Bureau; R.R. O’Brien, publisher of the Council Bluffs Nonpareil; George S. Call, a member of 

the Executive Committee of the Midwest Defense Conference; Tracy Garrett, editor of the 

Burlington Hawkeye-Gazette; Ralph Smith, President of the Iowa Grange; Edward Kimball, 

                                                
 3 Both events had a tremendous affect on American public opinion, and produced increased calls for US 
military preparedness. George C. Herring, From Colony to Superpower: U.S. Foreign Relations Since 1776 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 519, 537 
 



 59 

president of the Iowa Manufacturers Association (a state branch of the National Association of 

Manufacturers); L.A. Rowland, vice president of John Deere and Company; and Dale L. Maffitt, 

Secretary General Manager of the Des Moines Water Works. The “cross-section of 

representation on the Council” was explained as an attempt at “unselfishness and working 

toward the welfare of both the state and the nation.” The diverse group reflected the need for 

coordination among all sectors of the Iowa economy for wartime preparedness.4 

 As summarized in the meeting minutes, Governor Wilson started the gathering by laying 

out the goals and responsibilities of the newly formed group. The central focus was of course, 

Iowa’s role “in the national defense program,” which required the collection of data on “Iowa’s 

manufacturing, processes, transportation, resources and labor.” Undergirding these grand ideals 

and national civic values, however, were more material and pragmatic concerns. Wilson 

proposed that the council provide “every community in Iowa” with all the information it 

gathered so that the “industries and citizens of the state” could participate in the defense 

industry’s “national expansion program.” Wilson stated that the commission would be 

“making…applications for the location of new industries” in Iowa.5  

 Hovering over these initiatives were the specters of outmigration and rural depopulation 

that had plagued Iowa since the 1920s. Commission member L.A. Rowland, the Vice President 

of the John Deere Corporation, “expressed the opinion that labor supply was basic and that 
                                                
 4  The organization was initially named the Iowa Industrial Resources and Defense Council, but the word 
Resources was dropped and Council changed to Commission soon after the group’s founding. To avoid confusion, I 
have chosen to just refer to it by its permanent name, the Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission. “Minutes of the 
Meeting of the Iowa Industrial Resources and Defense Council, September 10, 1940,” 1 Economic Development 
Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1940, 1941 (Des Moines: State 
Historical Society of Iowa). For a general timeline on World War II military developments, see, David Kennedy, 
Freedom From Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929-1945 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005).  
 
 5 Minutes of the Meeting of the Iowa Industrial Resources and Defense Council, September 10, 1940,” 2 
Economic Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1940, 
1941 (Des Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa). 
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everything must be done to keep labor here in Iowa.” Noting that the “construction of munitions 

factories has a tendency to draw not alone men but supplies from Iowa for the industrial centers,” 

Rowland implied that an agricultural state like Iowa could only hope to hold onto its domestic 

population and economic resources by adding industrial jobs.6  

 Commission members realized that the imperatives of modern warfare played to their 

advantage. Total war, especially the aerial bombardments witnessed during the Spanish Civil 

War and the invasion of Poland, made the concentration of industrial facilities in urban centers a 

liability.7 As a result, Frank Wilson of the Iowa United Mine Workers Association claimed that, 

“we were undoubtedly headed toward the decentralization of industry,” which would “be 

accomplished by the necessity of national defense.”8 Governor Wilson argued on a separate 

occasion that, “If there is a single lesson which has come out of Europe, it is that the 

decentralization of defense industry is equal in importance to the scattering of airports.”9  

 Between 1940 and 1945, the IIDC aggressively campaigned to obtain defense contracts. 

In March of 1941, the commission sent Governor Wilson to Washington D.C. to “confer with the 

Iowa senators and the Iowa congressional delegation on the problem of obtaining industries for 

                                                
 6 Ibid., 3.   
 
 7 George C. Herring, From Colony to Superpower: U.S. Foreign Relations Since 1776 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 484. An excellent discussion of aerial warfare’s psychological effects and political 
ramifications on the larger world can be found in Richard Evans, The Third Reich in Power (New York: The 
Penguin Press, 2005), 640. For the Polish example, see Richard Evans, The Third Reich At War (New York: The 
Penguin Press, 2009).  
 
 8 “Minutes of the Meeting of the Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission, September 10, 1940,” 3, 
Economic Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1940, 
1941 (Des Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa).  
 
 9 “Wilson Says Iowa Suited for Some Defense Industry,” Centerville Iowegian, 27 August 1940. Lyndon 
Johnson made similar appeals for central Texas, Sarah Phillips, This Land, This Nation, 187.   
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Iowa.”10 In July of that same year, the commission decided to acquire office space and hire more 

employees to establish “a branch office of the Defense Contract Service Division of the Office 

Production Management” to solicit federal contracts.11 These initiatives apparently succeeded, as 

defense spending in Iowa rose to $68 million by July of 1941.12    

 What exactly did the IIDC do to bring new industry to Iowa? The IIDC facilitated 

interaction between local towns, Iowa’s congressmen, and wartime government agencies. The 

example of Eagle Grove and corn alcohol shows how the IIDC navigated various political 

channels in pursuit of wartime industries. On March 4, 1941, a “delegation of businessmen” 

from the small town of Eagle Grove met with the IIDC to “discuss the possibilities of corn 

alcohol [plant] construction in northern Iowa.” A few days later, on March 13, the IIDC’s 

Secretary, Rodney Q. Selby, met with the Director of the Agricultural Experiment Station at 

Iowa State College “to ask him to prepare material” on the manufacture of corn alcohol for 

presentation “to defense production agencies in Washington.” Almost a week later, Selby visited 

Washington D.C. to meet with Senator Guy M. Gillette (D-Iowa) to explain that these plants 

could produce corn alcohol for the production of explosives and motor fuel. After being 

presented with the report produced by agricultural experts at Iowa State College, Senator Gillette 

promised to discuss the findings with the Secretary of War.13  

                                                
 10 “Minutes of the Meeting of the Iowa Industrial and Defense Council, March 26, 1941” Economic 
Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1940, 1941, (Des 
Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa). 
 
 11  “Minutes of the Meeting of the Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission, July 23, 1941” Economic 
Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1940, 1941. (Des 
Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa). 
 
 12 Lisa L. Ossien, The Home Fronts of Iowa, 1939-1945 (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2009), 
51. 
 
 13 “Untitled Report, Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission, July 15, 1942,” 1, Economic Development 
Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1943 (Des Moines: State 
Historical Society of Iowa). 
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 Though the War Department recognized the importance of ethyl alcohol for military 

purposes, it informed Senator Gillette and the IIDC that the “present facilities will be adequate to 

supply…military needs.” Nonetheless, the IIDC pounced on their newfound access to wartime 

agencies. In April of 1941, Secretary Rodney Selby met with a chemical consultant who worked 

with the Council of National Defense to once again promote the construction of corn alcohol 

plants in Iowa. The consultant reaffirmed the War Departments initial assessment, informing the 

IIDC official that there was little demand for corn-based alcohol. 

  However, this did not deter Iowa’s public officials. On May 20, 1941, Governor George 

Wilson, IIDC chairman Edward Kimball, and Secretary Selby met with the Under Secretary of 

War Robert Patterson and two officials from the Office of Production Management to press for 

the “construction of corn alcohol plants in Iowa as a needed war production measure.” 

Throughout February and March of 1942, IIDC officials traveled to Washington to champion 

corn alcohol as an ingredient for the manufacture of synthetic rubber and explosive devices.14 In 

March of 1942, the entire process came full circle when Otto Knudsen, a local businessman from 

Eagle Grove, joined Rodney Selby and several IIDC members on a trip to Washington, D.C. The 

group met with Senator Gillette, numerous Iowa representatives, and Vice President Henry 

Wallace, to once again argue for the construction of corn alcohol factories in Iowa.15  

 Though it is unclear whether they were corn based, Iowa did manage to acquire a number 

of grain alcohol plants during the war. In February of 1943, the Grain Processing Corporation of 

Muscatine, Iowa signed a contract with the governmental Defense Plants Corporation to build a 

factory that would “produce 8,500,000 gallons of alcohol a year” for sale to “the defense 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 14 Ibid., 2-3.  
 
 15 Ibid., 3-4.  
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supplies corporation” as part of the production of synthetic rubber.16 The next month, the cities 

of Dubuque and Keokuk were picked as sites for federally sponsored grain alcohol plants.17 

Along with these plants, Iowa gained other wartime factories that transformed the state’s 

industrial landscape. The first of these was the Iowa Ordnance Plant, located in the city of 

Burlington. Construction of the 4,000-acre factory began in January of 1941, and the 

$60,000,000 ordnance plant was officially dedicated on July 31, 1941.18 By the end of the war, 

the Iowa Ordnance plant, according to one state historian, would turn out “25 million mortar 

shells, 200,000 medium-caliber shells, 5 million major-caliber shells, and 2.4 million bombs.”19 

The Iowa Ordnance Plant was followed by the Des Moines Ordnance Plant, an impressive 

munitions factory located in the suburban community of Ankeny.20  

 World War II generated new interest in industrial development as small-town 

businessmen, interest groups, and educational representatives successfully campaigned to bring 

industry to their state. Wartime mobilization offered public and private citizens access to 

Congress, federal bureaucracies, and the executive branch, providing a model for industrializing 

Iowa. War spurred a sense of excitement that manufacturing would come to Iowa.   

 While wartime industry boomed in Iowa, agriculture was undergoing dramatic changes 

with long-term implications. These two processes were directly connected. An abundance of 

well-paying manufacturing jobs drew farmers and laborers off the land. Since farm jobs tended 

                                                
 16 “Contract for Alcohol Plant Given Muscatine: Facilities to Produce 8,500,000 Gallons a Year,” 
Centerville Iowegian, 15 February 1943.   
 
 17  “Keokuk to Get Alcohol Plant WPB Announces,” and “Plants Expected to Produce at Least 56,000,000 
Gallons a Year,” Centerville Iowegian, 4 March 1943; “Grain Alcohol Plant,” 13 March 1943.  
 
 18 Lisa L. Ossien, The Home Fronts of Iowa, 1939-1945, 56-57.  
 
 19 Ibid., 62.   
 
 20 Ibid., 63.   
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to pay less than manufacturing, thousands of field hands, tenant farmers, and even independent 

landholders left agriculture in search of factory work. As rural and small-town inhabitants 

migrated to Iowa’s industrial areas or nearby urban centers, such as Chicago, farmers 

experienced a labor shortage. To make up for the lack of manpower, farmers turned to machines. 

Farm mechanization greatly expanded during World War II. Sales of tractors and other 

equipment spiked throughout the conflict. These capital investments then created a cyclical 

effect, where a labor shortage resulted in mechanization, which then eliminated agricultural jobs 

for good. In total, the number of farm laborers significantly decreased during the war. As the war 

continued, it became clear that farming would not produce postwar job growth.21  

 In southern Iowa, local newspapers proclaimed that wartime industrial development 

would cure the region’s economic ills. “Southern Iowa has many ex farmers and coal miners who 

are now jobless,” the Centerville Iowegian observed. “They must either remain in the small 

towns on relief or go to the cities to get work. Industry should be brought to the towns and small 

cities to give them jobs.”22 By February of 1941, “Centerville civic leaders” had come to the 

conclusion that “without the development of local industry” the “population will remain 

stationary or even decline.”23 In April of 1942, the Centerville Association of Commerce even 

sent a representative to Washington D.C. in an attempt to find some role for the town in “the 

                                                
 21 Lisa L. Ossien, The Home Fronts of Iowa, 1939-1945, 39-46; David Nelson, Farm and Factory: Workers 
in the Midwest, 1880-1990, 140-141, 165; David Danbom, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America, 229-
263; David M. Kennedy, Freedom From Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929-1945 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 747-748. This was a common trend in farming that was witnessed throughout 
the nation. For similar findings in the state of Arkansas, see, C. Calvin Smith, War and Wartime Changes: The 
Transformation of Arkansas, 1940-1945 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1986), ch. 6 
 
 22  “Iowa Industrial Institute Seeks War Industries,” Centerville Iowegian, 19 December 1940.   
 
 23 “Centerville in Steady Growth in Years Past,” Centerville Iowegian, 28 February 1941.  
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huge national armament program.”24 Some of these efforts paid off. The Hercules Manufacturing 

Plant, a longtime Centerville firm, refitted its operations and by 1943, was “wholly in the 

production of defense materials,” including the manufacturing of “steel casing and machining,” 

as well as “stump pullers.”25 One Iowegian headline captured what appeared to be the 

widespread sentiment that, “Small Towns Want Defense Contracts.”26  

 Public officials, buoyed by wartime industrialization, argued for the continuation of state 

industrial development during peacetime. As early as August of 1942, the IIDC was in 

conversation with Governor Wilson about the creation of a Post War Planning Committee.27 By 

December of 1943, the IIDC was preparing to hold a joint meeting with the recently established 

State Post War Rehabilitation Commission (PWRC).28 In April of 1944, IIDC Secretary Selby 

disseminated material proposing the “organization [of] a permanent Industrial Development 

Commission.” At the same time, Governor Bourke Hickenlooper (who succeeded George 

Wilson in 1943) called on the commission to “undertake a program of industrial promotion by 

compiling information…for presentation to prospective industrial establishments.”29 In 

December of 1944, the IIDC sent Chairman Kimball and Secretary Selby to Topeka, Kansas to 

                                                
 24 “Trying to Get New Factories in Centerville,” Centerville Iowegian, 1 April 1942.   
 
 25  “Hercules Workers Vote to Delay Proposed Walk Out,” Centerville Iowegian, 11 February 1943.  
 
 26 “Small Towns Want Defense Contracts,” Centerville Iowegian, 28 February 1941.   
 
 27 Minutes of the Meeting of the Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission, August 13, 1942,” Economic 
Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1942 (Des 
Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa). 
 
 28 Minutes of the Meeting of the Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission, December 3, 1943,” Economic 
Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1943 (Des 
Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa). 
 
 29 Minutes of the Meeting of the Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission, April 14, 1944,” Economic 
Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1944 (Des 
Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa). 
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examine the Kansas Industrial Development Commission. Impressed with their findings, the 

IIDC appointed a committee to “draft a bill for presentation to the Fifty-first General 

Assembly…for the creation of the Iowa Development Commission [italics added].”30 By mid-to-

late 1944, Iowa was gearing up for a major industrial development drive after the war ended.   

 In March of 1945, the last recorded meeting of the Iowa Industrial and Defense 

Commission took place. Chairman Kimball informed the group that the law to create the Iowa 

Development Commission had passed. At the same meeting, copies of a Iowa Development 

Commission’s first promotional book, Iowa… Land of Industrial Opportunity, were handed out 

to each member of the soon to be defunct IIDC.31 The next time that the organization released its 

meeting minutes, on July 13, 1945, the letterhead read “Iowa Development Commission.”32  

 Arkansas’s campaign for industrial development was also conceived in the crucible of 

World War II. Attempting to industrialize Arkansas was nothing new for state boosters. Since 

Henry Grady’s late nineteenth century “New South” creed, Arkansas had dreamed of 

diversifying its extractive economy with manufacturing. In the early twentieth century, C. 

Hamilton Moses had overseen a traveling “Arkansas on Wheels” exhibition, which promoted the 

state throughout the country. During the 1920s, Moses and Harvey Couch, the founder of the 

Arkansas Power and Light Company spearheaded a largely unsuccessful campaign to bring 

                                                
 30 Minutes of the Meeting of the Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission, December 14, 1944,” Economic 
Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1944 (Des 
Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa). 
 
 31 Minutes of the Meeting of the Iowa Industrial and Defense Commission, March 12, 1945,” Economic 
Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1945 (Des 
Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa). 
 
 32 “Minutes of the July 13, 1945 Meeting of the Iowa Development Commission,” Economic Development 
Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1945 (Des Moines: State 
Historical Society of Iowa). 
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cotton textile plants to Arkansas.33 Still, it was not until World War II that Arkansas had 

permanent, professional state institutions dedicated to industrial development.  

 Arkansas’s modern industrial development program emerged during World War II out of 

a confluence of economic and political factors. State officials and corporate leaders worried that 

rapid wartime farm mechanization would force rural Arkansans to leave the state for industrial 

jobs elsewhere. As industrial promoter Frank Cantrell argued, “farm production was increased 

through expanded mechanization, with a labor force but half as large as prewar totals.” 

Simultaneously, the wartime economic boom meant that “Arkansans flocked into the state’s 

towns and cities, or moved to war plant jobs in other states, and Arkansas farms sustained a 

sharp loss of population which has not been regained.” But Arkansas also managed to acquire 

several large defense industries, including the Arkansas Ordnance plant and Maumelle Ordnance 

plant in Little Rock. 

 Wartime industrialization had several important outcomes. The acquisition of defense 

industries showed policymakers that industrial development was possible, reinvigorating efforts 

to build up manufacturing. “The new day opened for Arkansas with investment of more than 

$250,000,000 in war manufacturing facilities in the state,” explained Cantrell. With this sense of 

efficacy, state policymakers and businessmen believed that they could solve the problems within 

the rural economy. The pursuit and acquisition of war industries provided a template and model 

for future industrial development. Since it was clear that most defense firms would eventually 

close, Arkansas’s powerbrokers were motivated to pursue peacetime industrialization.34  

                                                
 33 Colter Hamilton Moses, Unpublished Autobiography (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special 
Collections), see ch. 27 for Arkansas on Wheels and textile campaign. Quote on 221.   
 
 34  Frank Cantrell, “Arkansas Campaigns for Industries,” Arkansas Economic Council, State Chamber of 
Commerce Publication, November 1946 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections), quotes on page 
3. Frederick L. Deming, “Arkansas Plans for the Future,” Reprinted from the Monthly Review of December 1945, 
Published by the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections), 2-4, 
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 Many northern Arkansas communities also attempted to profit from the wartime 

industrial bonanza. The small town of Harrison, Arkansas, located in Boone County, acquired 

the Oberman & Co. garment factory, which “paid a $4,000 weekly payroll to 150 people who 

made clothing mostly for the armed forces.” The firm set up shop in the local National Guard 

Armory and manufactured shorts for the United States Navy.35 The Oberman & Co. plant, which 

opened on new years day in 1944, was a branch of a larger corporation headquartered in 

Jefferson City, Missouri.36 

 Aiming to capitalize on wartime opportunities, a group of Little Rock businessmen, led 

by C. Hamilton Moses of AP&L, came together to create the Arkansas Economic Council (AEC) 

in 1943. The group merged with the state chamber of commerce in 1945 to become the Arkansas 

Economic Council-State Chamber of Commerce (AECSCC). As Frank Cantrell noted in 1946, 

the “[o]bjective of the Council was and is to make permanent Arkansas’ heightened status as a 

manufacturing state, to provide urban employment for displaced agricultural workers, thereby 

raising the farm standard of living, and to see to it that Arkansas’ 200,000 service men and 

women had a job waiting for them on their return to civilian life.”37 In an attempt to create a 

“statewide movement,” as one journalist described, the AECSCC claimed to bring together “one 

or more Council members” from every county “who were leaders in commerce, industry, 

agriculture, labor and professions.” The AECSCC went to “every county” and “hammered home 

                                                                                                                                                       
7-8 esp. section “Arkansas and the War”; “Foreword,” Arkansas Economic Council, 1943 (Fayetteville: University 
of Arkansas Special Collections). Calvin Smith, War and Wartime Changes: The Transformation of Arkansas, 
1940-1945 (Fayetteville: The University of Arkansas Press, 1986). 
 
 35 Roger V. Logan, Jr., History of Boone County, (Arkansas Boone County Historical and Railroad Society 
Inc., 1998), 71.  
 
 36 “ ‘Indefinite’ Shutdown of Oberman Factory Here,” Boone County Headlight, 17 March 1949.  
 
 37 Frank Cantrell, “Arkansas Campaigns for Industries,” Arkansas Economic Council, State Chamber of 
Commerce Publication, November 1946 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections), 3.  
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the message that local organizations were needed to plan for community welfare.” 38 Local units 

were set up in all seventy-five Arkansas counties, which worked in tandem with seventeen 

statewide committees.39  

 The state government supplemented these efforts in 1945 when it reorganized eight 

different agencies involved in related fields into the Arkansas Resources and Development 

Commission (ARDC). “The new Commission,” according to one observer, “conceived its major 

function to be coincident with that of the Economic Council—to industrialize the state and 

increase Arkansas income.” By the beginning of the postwar period a public private alliance had 

emerged within Arkansas for a broad industrial development drive.40  

     

The Arkansas Plan and Iowa…the Land of Industrial Opportunity 
 
 Far from being monolithic, postwar industrial development followed a variety of 

approaches. During its inaugural decade, natural resource/farm-based development dominated 

Arkansas’s and Iowa’s programs. In this model, domestic capital from within the state would be 

invested in enterprises participating in the manufacturing and processing of raw materials. Raw 

materials included not only minerals and other natural resources, but also farm products.  

To a lesser degree, this model also targeted industrial firms that produced agricultural inputs, 

such as farm machinery and other implements. The manufacturing sector would be composed 

largely of locally owned firms and small industries, which would balance the state’s agricultural 

economy and provide jobs for those released from farming. A separate industrial vision revolved 

                                                
 38 Deming, “Arkansas Plans for the Future,” 4.   
 
 39 Cantrell, “Arkansas Campaigns for Industries,” 3.   
 
 40 Deming, “Arkansas Plans for the Future,” 2.  
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around capital mobility and corporate relocation. This program emphasized the movement of 

larger outside manufacturers and national corporate branch plants into Arkansas and Iowa.41 

 The initial focus on natural resource industrialization reflected both states’ predominantly 

agricultural and extractive economies. Since these were the types of industries historically 

attracted to rural areas, development promoters in Arkansas and Iowa made the practical 

calculation that this was the most plausible way to create job opportunities.42 The farm-based 

model also reflected a general lack of interest on the part of outside corporations in relocating to 

states with outdated agrarian infrastructures and underfunded public amenities. Farm and natural 

resource oriented manufacturing firms—such as canneries, lumber yards, textile mills, meat 

packing plants, milk pasteurizing factories, and various others—necessitated minimal capital 

investments, desired proximity to raw materials, and did not require modern infrastructures. 

 Still, the pursuit of outside factories, which hailed mostly from urban centers and were 

not primarily enticed by local raw materials, was always an important part of the comprehensive 

program for industrial development in Arkansas and Iowa. Industrial boosters welcomed large 

manufacturers and national corporate branch plants with open arms. Even when proclaiming 

natural resource/farm based development to be the wave of the future, promoters could not help 

but celebrate the acquisition of national corporate branch plants, such as a when Frank Cantrell 

praised a “Chrysler subsidiary” for investing $2,000,000 in Arkansas for a “new station wagon 

                                                
 41 For two comprehensive renderings of these dual visions see, Frank Cantrell, “Arkansas Campaigns for 
Industries,” Arkansas Economic Council, State Chamber of Commerce Publication, November 1946 (Fayetteville: 
University of Arkansas Special Collections), and Iowa…Land of Industrial Opportunity (Published by the Iowa 
Development Commission, Clyde Hendrix Chairman and Rodney Selby, Director). In many ways, early state 
industrialization visions overlapped with ideas circulating throughout New Deal policy networks in the 1930s, 
especially within the Tennessee Valley Authority. Sarah Phillips, This Land, This Nation, esp. 90-107.  
 
 42 For an excellent analysis that examines the history of “agro-industrialization” and raw material 
dependent manufacturing before and after World War II, see Wilson J. Warren, “Beyond the Rust Belt: The 
Neglected History of the Rural Midwest’s Industrialization after World War II,” in The Rural Midwest Since World 
War II, ed. J.L. Anderson, (Dekalb: Northern Iowa University Press, 2014), 72-102.    
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body factory.” Though they were not the central focus of industrialization initiatives during the 

1940s, relocated urban manufacturing firms and dispersed branch plants became more important 

in later decades.43    

 In Arkansas, the joint efforts of the Arkansas Economic Council-State Chamber of 

Commerce and the Arkansas Resources and Development Commission produced what became 

known as the “Arkansas Plan.” Frank Cantrell, the manager of the AECSCC, described the state 

program in a 1946 article titled, “Arkansas Campaigns for Industries.” According to Cantrell, 

Arkansas boosters had “junked the time honored procedure of sending emissaries North and East 

in the hope of enticing manufacturing plants into the state.” Though World War II had conferred 

upon Arkansas a number of “absentee-owned plants,” Cantrell explained that promoters would 

not be “concentrating on these.” Arkansas boosters intended to “campaign for creation of more 

industries financed and managed by Arkansans and producing end-products from Arkansas raw 

materials.”  

 Cantrell described in detail the natural resource and farm oriented companies that were 

“[t]ypical of the sort of enterprise Arkansas is trying to develop.” Ideal industries included a 

manufacturer of bows and arrows made from local wood supplies, the producer of a grape 

flavored soft drink, fertilizer processors, and a vegetable processor that produced canned 

spinach. “Arkansas has enormous potential wealth in its natural resources,” Cantrell argued. 

“Reserves of high quality, semi-anthracite coal are estimated at 800 million short tons, oil at 400 

million barrels, national natural gas at 1,3000 billion cubic feet.” Arkansas was rich in mineral 

deposits, with large amounts of bauxite, lead, zinc, barite, gypsum, limestone, marble, 

manganese, titanium and a myriad of others. Arkansas also produced an abundance of farm 
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products, such as cotton, rice, soybeans, corn, potatoes, sorghum, spinach, tomatoes, and a 

variety of other perishables, that were ripe for processing. Cantrell summed up the Arkansas 

Plan’s early vision when he wrote of a “new spirit of determination in Arkansas to achieve a 

higher return from raw materials through increased processing.”44  

 The Iowa Development Commission offered a similar blueprint in the organization’s first 

publication, Iowa…Land of Industrial Opportunity. Much like their wartime counterparts, 

members of the IDC argued that a massive “decentralization” of American industry was taking 

place. However, while defense imperatives motivated the movement of war industries, political 

and economic factors compelled the relocation of private firms. The defining feature of this shift 

was manufacturing’s “movement away from congested industrial centers” to “new locations” 

outside of urban America. A myriad of reasons were offered for industry’s flight from cities: 

high taxes, unfriendly attitudes towards business, excessive costs, and overpaid and impetuous 

laborers. But regardless of motivations, the trend was clear; manufacturers were looking for new 

homes outside of their traditional urban industrial landscapes.45  

 The central goal of Iowa’s industrial development campaign, Land of Industrial 

Opportunity argued, was to achieve a “balanced economy.” The concept of the “balanced 

economy” represented an attempt to meld Iowa’s agricultural past with its industrial aspirations. 

According to promoters, “Iowa does not desire to become an industrial center,” but rather to 

“increase gradually her industrial activity” [all italics in original] so as to diversify the state’s 

economy.46 In almost every sense, Iowa’s campaign for industry was fashioned to not threaten 
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agriculture’s status. Though the state welcomed any and all manufacturers willing to set up shop 

in Iowa, promoters gave special emphasis to those firms oriented towards agriculture and 

extractive industries. “Obviously, the key to Iowa’s industrial importance is her agriculture!” 

argued the booklet.47 Hemp, Corn, Wheat, Oats, Pigs, Chicken, Milk, Eggs, and other “by 

products from agriculture present endless opportunities for industrial development.”48 Iowa’s 

abundance of farm outputs would entice manufacturing and processing firms to move to the state 

to be “close to raw materials.”49 This model promised to increase demand for crops and other 

farm goods while spurring industrial growth. The promotional book also described Iowa’s hearty 

mineral deposits, which included among others: “Cement, Clay, Coal, Gypsum, Limestone, and 

Sand and Gravel.”50 With a “vast agricultural and mineral resources,” the brochure concluded, 

“Iowa does offer ample quantities of raw materials for future industrial development.”51   

 While hailing the industrial potential of Iowa’s agriculture, promotional material also 

acknowledged that increases in farm productivity drove people off the land, necessitating new 

manufacturing employment for displaced workers. “[T]he source of Iowa labor,” Land 

explained, “is the farm.”52 The “out fashioned” labor intensive form of farming was “out of 

vogue in Iowa.” Farming had become “a mechanized business” operating with scientific 

instruments and methods. Because of this, the state had suffered “a steady outward flow of 
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young men and women from the farms of Iowa over the borders of the state.”53 But promoters 

argued that workers released from agriculture would create an available pool of labor for 

industry. With mechanical know-how from their years working with tractors, and a healthy 

respect for the principles of business, Iowa’s farm population would serve as a stable, hard-

working, and no doubt inexpensive source of labor for manufacturers.54    

 Iowa…the Land of Industrial Opportunity offered a roadmap for Iowa’s postwar 

economic development. Agriculture and industry would flourish side-by-side. Mechanization 

and scientific advancements would not be hindered, but championed, since greater productivity 

would put more money into the hands of the farmer and create a surplus of agricultural goods 

that would attract processing firms to Iowa. Obviously there would be less need for farm laborers 

and fewer family farms, but this would not be a problem since displaced workers would serve as 

a surplus labor force for industry. In a frightening twist of logic, boosters viewed agrarian 

displacement and unemployment as a selling point for luring industrialists.55 In a harmonious and 

fluid process, redundant farm labor would drift smoothly into newly created manufacturing jobs. 

Young and educated citizens, who previously migrated to nearby urban centers for greater 

opportunities, would stay in Iowa to fill these well paying industrial positions.  

 During its early years, the Iowa Development Commission promoted enterprises that fit 

this idyllic image. The Independence Canning Corporation, located in the small town of 

Independence, was seen as a paragon of postwar industrial development. The Development 

Bulletin, the IDC’s monthly news bulletin, published an article profiling the firm in March of 
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1951. The company was jointly owned by Don Forsman of the nearby town of Fredericksburg, 

John Van Zetten and Archie Shannon of Oskaloosa, and two Chicago businessmen. These men 

purchased the plant in 1946, at which time the general manager Darrel Forsman recalled, “we 

thought we had a really good day if we turned out 1200 cans of whole chicken.” By 1951, the 

plant was producing 9000 cans of chicken and turkey daily. 

  Initially, the factory had canned both poultry and corn, but gave up on the latter when 

“they realized the peak demand for poultry conflicted with the corn harvest.”  “Under the trade 

name of Corn Blossom,” the Development Bulletin explained, “the Independence company puts 

out four sizes of whole chicken in-the-can” that included “disjointed halves of chicken, boneless 

turkey and chicken, and fricassee in butter gravy.” Though the general manager Forsman 

admitted that they were forced to search as far as Tennessee, Texas, New York, and even Canada 

for their chickens during the slack season, they noted that locally raised fowl were priority, since 

“[d]uring the season, we buy all our poultry within 100 miles of Independence.” Though a 

relatively small plant, with just eighty-five employees in 1951, it had experienced substantial 

growth since 1947 when it only employed 25 people.56 

 The Independence Canning Corporation embodied the Iowa Development Commission’s 

grand vision for postwar industrialization. The firm bought its raw materials from poultry houses 

within the state, generating greater demand for local chicken farmers. Simultaneously, the firm 

created new jobs for residents in the local community of Independence, many of whom were no 

doubt being turned out of agriculture. At the same time, the firm was not large enough to 

challenge large landholders and agribusiness for cheap labor. Development boosters argued that 
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the Independence Company was not only in harmony with the state’s agricultural interests, but 

represented a step towards a “balanced economy.”  

 
Small-Town Businessmen and Industrial Development in America’s Heartland 

 In northern Arkansas and southern Iowa, industrial development caught on immediately. 

Small-town businessmen led the charge, operating primarily through their local chambers of 

commerce or similar institutions. (For example, Lenox, Iowa had a “Commerce Club” and 

Centerville, Iowa had an “Association of Commerce.)57 In many communities, such as Mountain 

Home, Arkansas and Bedford, Iowa, communities either restarted inactive organizations or 

formed voluntary business associations for the first time.58 For small-town business leaders, the 

local chamber of commerce embodied their economic and social commitment to a specific place. 

As the Baxter Bulletin noted in 1951, while the chamber of commerce was a “predominantly 

business organization serving the business interests,” it was also a “true community 

organization” that emerged when “businessmen began to realize that their own prosperity 

depended upon the development of a prosperous, health, and happy community.”59 Though it 

would take a decade before the small-town business class reached full maturity, boosters actively 

promoted industrialization in the immediate postwar period.  

 The most forceful spokesmen for rural industrialization were small-town newspaper 

editors and publishers like Tom Shiras of Mountain Home, Arkansas and Robert K. Beck of 

Centerville, Iowa. These men sounded the clarion call that agricultural employment was 

dwindling and manufacturing jobs would stabilize the economic situation in rural areas. Their 
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motivations were far from selfless. As Robert Beck noted in 1951, “Strictly rural areas showed a 

[population] decline in keeping with larger mechanized farms,” which threatened his own 

livelihood since “[p]opulation has the most direct effect on newspaper circulation.”60  

 Local newspapermen were individuals whose political and economic identities were 

rooted in a specific place. Most of them were well known in their communities, such as the 

Baxter Bulletin’s Tom Shiras, nicknamed the “Walking Editor of the Ozarks.” Shiras moved to 

northern Arkansas in the early twentieth century. After witnessing the beauty of the Ozark 

Mountains, he decided to give up his job as a newspaperman in Kansas City and relocate to 

Mountain Home. Once settled, he purchased the Baxter Bulletin for $800 and convinced his 

brother Enness to join him in running the paper. As described by Shiras’s grandson Tom 

Dearmore, “At the time, the paper printed on a small foot-powered press, had an income of some 

$40 a month.” But the paper survived the Great Depression and became the county’s only 

weekly newspaper by the end of World War II.  

 During his tenure as the paper’s editor and owner, Shiras developed an intense affection 

for northern Arkansas and the Ozark Mountains. Shiras gained his nickname, the “Walking 

Editor,” because he loved traversing the area’s hilly terrain on foot. Shiras was intimately 

connected to the region’s local elite, marrying the daughter of a Mountain Home hotel owner. At 

the same time, Shiras was also a businessman and built up a profitable commercial printing 

operation that did a brisk trade with local banks and other enterprises. Eventually, Shiras’s 

printing business expanded to service clients in counties throughout northern Arkansas. In more 
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ways than one, Shiras was invested in the future of northern Arkansas. With a strong sense of 

place, Shiras’s economic and social life was intertwined with the Ozark region itself.61  

 Therefore, it was not surprising that Shiras’s Baxter Bulletin served as one of most 

enthusiastic promoters of industrialization. After his death in 1947, a eulogy in his own 

newspaper described Shiras’s name as “synonymous with progress in North Arkansas,” a man 

who was at the “forefront of every significant move for expansion of industry and agriculture 

and the utilization of the resources of nature.” “In every county store in…North Arkansas, he 

told his story…of a day when the Ozarks would rival the section of the North and East in 

industry and wealth.”62 Following Tom Shiras’s passing, the Baxter Bulletin remained a family 

business after being taken over by his grandson Tom Dearmore and Enness’s son, Pete Shiras. 

Dearmore and Pete Shiras shared Tom Shiras’s economic and political vision. Both Dearmore 

and Pete Shiras had weekly columns in the Baxter Bulletin, titled the “Ozark Outlook” and 

“Comments on the County Beat,” which lauded the benefits of rural manufacturing. Both men 

were members of Baxter County’s political and economic elite. Tom Dearmore was president of 

the Chamber of Commerce at one point and Pete Shiras served as mayor of Mountain Home.63 

 Rural small towns in northern Arkansas were early proponents of their state’s industrial 

development program. Their reasons for doing so coincided with those of state officials. In 1947, 

the Baxter Bulletin argued that, “The inability of agricultural production to provide people of this 

area with a comfortable standard of living has been demonstrated in the past.”64 In January of 
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1949, the paper suggested that “if the citizens of Baxter county and the rest of the hill section do 

not begin a comprehensive program of advertising for industry there will be a time when the 

meager and dwindling agriculture will be unable to support the county with reasonable 

income.”65 These concerns led small-town businessmen to throw themselves headlong into the 

campaign for industrialization.  

 Mountain Home business leaders reorganized their long dormant Chamber of Commerce 

in 1944. The local newspaper argued that the “towns and counties in the Ozarks area…that have 

made gains, have made them with the aid and assistance of the Chamber of Commerce and other 

civic organizations.”66 Development experts encouraged Northern Arkansans to pursue industrial 

enterprises that processed farm byproducts and raw materials extracted from the Ozark 

Mountains. In 1945, Bill Sheppard, a member of the AECSCC, informed Baxter County listeners 

at a Cotter-Mountain Home Rotary Club gathering that industrial development “was more likely 

if we thought in terms of small industries processing some of the natural resources.”67 The 

Baxter Bulletin reiterated this argument in September of 1947, claiming that the 

“[i]ndustrialization of Arkansas” would be achieved by “processing [raw] materials.” The 

periodical pointed to the Ozark’s farm goods and “large deposits of lead, zinc, iron, and many 

other minerals as well as a large variety of both hard and soft woods,” which would entice 

industries such as, “canning, meat-packing, poultry, processing, dehydrated products, cotton 

textiles, wearing apparel, sheets, furniture, weneers [sic], windows and doors, luggage, 

fertilizers, lime, shoes, brick, foundry products, cement, tile, galvanize products, stoves and 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 65 “Planning for Industry,” Baxter Bulletin, 27 January 1949.   
 
 66 “Chamber of Commerce Very Necessary,” Baxter Bulletin, 19 May 1944.  
 
 67 “Sheppard Urges Expansion of Home Town Enterprises,” Baxter Bulletin, 23 February 1945.  
 



 80 

electrical appliances.”68 Farm products and extractive goods were expected to organically 

produce new manufacturing jobs.  

 Local boosters combined agricultural promotion and industrial development into a 

seamless campaign. Unable to compete in crop production, many Ozark farmers adopted a more 

“diversified” approach by turning towards poultry, fruit, dairy, and beef.69 Small-town business 

leaders promoted this shift, realizing that it would have a two-pronged effect by creating a new 

income source for farmers, while simultaneously attracting processing firms. As early as 1945, 

the Baxter Bulletin had recognized that in order to acquire “enterprises that would utilize farm 

products,” northern Arkansas would have to “show prospective builders production to justify the 

expense of locating here.” Noting that “even small plants” required “tremendous amounts of 

produce,” the paper ultimately concluded that “production in Baxter county” would have to be 

“stepped up” in order to convince “food processors to come here.”70  

 Business leaders attempted to increase farm output as a step towards industrialization. At 

the Mountain Home Chamber of Commerce’s December 18, 1951 meeting, the group announced 

the need for an “informational folder,” and listed as its number one priority “full and detailed 

information on phases of the poultry business—broilers, layers, turkeys, buildings, costs, 

climate, and etc.”71 At the following meeting the Chamber’s informational folder was addressed 

again, listing the top three areas of study as: “1. Beef Cattle with pasture improvement 
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program…2.Poultry Industry…3.Dairy Industry.”72 With an abundance of cows, chickens, and 

turkeys, Mountain Home and Baxter County hoped to become a magnet for processing plants.   

 During the late 1940s and early 1950s, it was mostly raw material dependent and farm 

oriented industries that were attracted to Baxter County and northern Arkansas. In 1946, both 

Boone and Baxter counties acquired small meat packing plants.73 In February of 1947, the 

Ahrens Ice Company built a series of frozen food lockers in Mountain Home. The following 

month, a milk-pasteurizing factory was established in the town as well.74 In August of that same 

year, the Ahrens Company announced that it would open a meat processing plant in Baxter 

County to go along with its food lockers.75 

 The Jones and Jones Woodwork Shop in Mountain Home exemplified rural 

industrialization during the early postwar years. Originally operated by Howard Jones, the firm 

opened in 1945 as a small craft shop that manufactured cedar chests, cabinets, and other products 

from the local timber supply. Jones later partnered with his brother Houston Jones and turned the 

shop into a “small factory” that made “fishing equipment” using “assembly line production.” By 

1947 the shop was producing “artificial minnow bodies cut from cedar” with a contract for 

“500,000 wooden casting pools” as well. The shop’s products were all manufactured from local 

raw materials. According to the Baxter Bulletin, “The Mountain Home industry uses native cedar 

and other timber” and “is equipped to produce toys, novelties and croquet sets,” which benefited 
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the local economy since “[d]iversified processing normally adds much value to raw material.” 

By transforming natural resources into marketable consumer goods, the Jones and Jones 

Woodworking Shop provided a model for “how to industrialize the Ozarks.”76 Northern 

Arkansans were not alone in embracing natural resource and farm oriented development. 

Southern Iowa and other heartland communities followed a similar path.  

 In southern Iowa, perhaps the leading journalist-businessman-booster was Robert K. 

Beck of the Centerville Iowegian. Robert Beck hailed from a long line of Iowa newspapermen. 

His grandfather William Needham had worked for the Oskaloosa Herald in the l870s before 

purchasing the Sigourney News. All four of William Needham’s male children eventually 

followed in their father’s footsteps and became journalists, including John R. Needham. A young 

Ottumwa journalist named J.M Beck married Edna Pauline Needham, who was also one of 

William Needham’s children. J.M. Beck partnered with Edna’s brother, John R. Needham, to 

purchase the Centerville Iowegian in 1903.77 At the time of their purchase, the paper had already 

been in operation for two decades and had a circulation of twelve hundred. J.M. Beck and John 

R. expanded the business, hiring more workers and increasing the company’s payroll so as to add 

subscriptions and advertisements. By 1920, the two men had turned the paper from a weekly into 

a daily and moved their operations from a small single floor to a building in Centerville. Like the 

Needham clan, all three of J.M. Beck’s son’s eventually entered the newspaper profession, 

including Robert K. Beck, who worked with his father in running the Centerville Iowegian.78  

                                                
 76 “Developing an Industry at Home,” Baxter Bulletin (Arkansas Gazette Reprint), 7 February 1947.   
 
 77Robert Beck, Editorial Ramblings, Centerville Iowegian, 20 May 1948.   
 
 78 “Publisher Has Served this Area Half Century,” Centerville Iowegian, 3 March 1953.   
 



 83 

Born in Centerville in 1915, Robert Beck attended the town’s local high school before 

enrolling in Iowa Wesleyan University, where he eventually received his bachelor’s degree. 

Beck worked in various capacities in the family newspaper business during the late 1930s and 

early 1940s before being named general manager in 1942. However, his journalistic career was 

put on hold during World War II while he served in the U.S. Navy for over two years, rising to 

rank of lieutenant before the war was over. Beck returned home to Centerville in 1945 and was 

promoted to co-publisher of the Centerville Iowegian.79 Like most small-town business leaders, 

Beck held a slew of institutional positions within Centerville, Appanoose County, and the state 

of Iowa, including membership in the Centerville Methodist church, the Lions Club, the board of 

trustees of Iowa Wesleyan College, the Masons, the state advisory committee of the Farmers 

Home Administration, the Elks Club, the American Legion, the Shriners and the Veterans of 

Foreign Wars. Beck also served as the director of the Iowa Daily Press Association, and was 

awarded the Master Editor-Publisher award by the organization. Along with his business 

interests in the Iowegian, Beck also sat on the board of directors of the Centerville National 

Bank.80  

The Centerville Association of Commerce was the driving force behind industrial 

development in the town and Appanoose County. The Association had been around for years, but 

the organization was reenergized by the wartime industrial campaign. By the early 1940s, the 
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Association had an industrial committee that, in the words of the Iowegian, “has been striving 

hard to locate industry and to encourage the plants that we already have.” Beck served as vice 

president of the group prior to entering the military, and would become the head of the 

organization after World War II.81  

Beck’s Centerville Iowegian frequently reported on the benefits of natural resource and 

farm-oriented industries. In April of 1947, the owner a local chicken hatchery in Appanoose 

County told a meeting of “young business people,” in the local newspaper’s words, to undertake 

an “agricultural survey” that would provide a “firm that might wish to come here for processing 

purposes” with all of the “facts regarding raw products such as milk, cream, eggs, raw vegetables 

et cetera obtainable here.”82 In September of 1947, the Fuller Manufacturing Company 

announced that it would construct a small factory in Centerville. According to the local 

newspaper, Fuller intended to build a “fabrication plant” that would manufacture “farm gates,” 

“folding harrow draw bars,” “bulldozers for farm tractors,” and “hydraulic shop cranes.”83 The 

Iowegian concisely summed up the grand strategy for rural small towns, noting that “a program 

of sorts has emerged,” which “is two-fold. (1) Agricultural promotion, and (2) industrial 

promotion.” But these two fields, in fact, went “hand in hand,” since “industry can be geared to 

our agriculture.” Proving this point, Centerville claimed several food industry factories, 

including branch plants of the Pillsbury Company and Swift and Company.84 
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 Local newspapers often argued that agriculture and industry were in fact both changing to 

suit each other’s needs. The Centerville Iowegian argued that local farmers should shift 

production away from traditional crops, such as soybeans and corn. Instead, they proposed 

reorienting farming towards grazing based enterprises, including dairying and livestock. 

Southern Iowa’s “rolling country” was perfectly suited for grazing, which would allow farmers 

to produce milk and beef for market. This transformation would help raise farm incomes 

throughout the area.85 Simultaneously, dairy farming and livestock were expected to lure 

processing plants. As Beck argued in May of 1948, “agricultural efforts were going to bring us 

some food industries,” noting specifically that Appanoose County’s “dairy program” would lead 

“a majority industry” to “come into this area with a milk processing plant.”86 

 Rural small towns did not focus solely on farm and natural resource related industries. 

During World War II, Centerville had actually acquired a small button-cutting factory, which 

operated out of a two-story structure located in the southern part of town near the Burlington 

train station.87 Like state programs as a whole, small towns were willing to accept any interested 

industries. But during the immediate postwar period, farm and raw material oriented firms were 

the main focus. This was due to the fact that rural areas could rarely provide high quality 

infrastructure and utilities necessary to attract outside manufacturers. As the Centerville 

Iowegian reported, one local furniture dealer had informed Centerville’s commercial interests 

that the town required “improvement work,” especially in relation to “lighting, water and sewer 

services.”  The newspaper reaffirmed these opinions, explaining that the town had missed out on 
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one factory owing to a lack of natural gas and sufficient water facilities.88 Natural resource based 

development was less a calculated decision than a default position.  

 The emphasis on natural resource and farm-based development was a practical maneuver, 

but also a strategic concession made by industrial promoters to large agricultural producers. But 

industrial development was more than just an economic program; it was a political project. In the 

immediate postwar period, small-town business leaders were not chief protagonists in the politics 

of industrialization. Instead, industrial development reflected the interests of corporate 

executives and state business elites who helmed the Arkansas Economic Council-State Chamber 

of Commerce and the Iowa Development Commission. Like capitalists throughout the country, 

corporate chieftains in Arkansas and Iowa looked to combat the forces of New Deal liberalism 

and organized labor. Industrial development became a crucial weapon in their fight against 

unionization, government regulations, and progressive taxation.  
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Chapter 3: “Private Enterprise Was on Trial”: Industrial Development, Business 
Mobilization, and One-Party Politics 

 
 As a political movement, industrial development started as an elite endeavor before 

moving to the grassroots. Corporate executives and industrialists gained control over 

development agencies in both Arkansas and Iowa. Their reasons for doing so were twofold. 

Industrial development offered material incentives for state bankers, contractors, utilities, and 

other enterprises. Equally important, industrial development could serve as a weapon in 

business’s battle with New Deal liberalism and organized labor. Business elites argued that 

powerful labor unions, burdensome regulations, and high taxes would scare away corporate 

investors, robbing depressed rural communities of much needed industrial jobs. Industrial 

development became an important way of rationalizing economic policies that benefited state 

business interests.  

 During the mid-to-late 1940s, industrial promoters pursued an elitist political strategy. 

They did so largely because Arkansas and Iowa were one-party states. Arkansas, like the rest of 

the former Confederacy, was a Democratic stronghold. Iowa, on the other hand, had been a 

Republican bastion since the time of Lincoln. Due to a lack of partisan competition, business 

leaders exercised disproportionate power within state politics. As a result, Arkansas and Iowa 

started the postwar period with business-friendly government administrations. Development 

boosters realized that the best way to enact their political agenda was by allying themselves with 

conservative agricultural groups. During the immediate postwar period, business elites in 

Arkansas and Iowa pursued a compact with their state Farm Bureaus and large landholders, 

uniting around a shared opposition to labor unions. During the 1940s, the combined power of 

corporate magnates and agribusiness produced a flurry of anti-labor legislation. Able to achieve 

their aims this way, state business leaders did not build a grassroots following or political base.  
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Colter Hamilton Moses, Industrial Development, and the Solid South 

 In a speech given in Newport, Arkansas, C. Hamilton Moses reflected on the dilemma 

facing the state’s business community at the beginning of World War II. Following a decade of 

economic depression and New Deal reform, the reputation of local and national businessmen was 

at its nadir. No longer could business officials confidently claim the power and authority they 

had exercised prior to the 1929 stock market crash. “Somebody suggested,” Moses explained, 

“that private enterprise was on trial—that business was being put to the test—that unless 

business solved the problems of our various communities and could find a way to furnish jobs 

and the comforts of life, and a good living and social conditions, that the Government would 

gladly assume the task.” With “ten million men…unemployed” and “America…full of bread 

lines” during the 1930s, it supposedly fell to state businessmen to prove that capitalism worked 

by providing jobs and economic security for their populations.1  

 Industrial development was a business crusade. Businessmen and professionals 

dominated the membership of the Arkansas Economic Council when it was founded in 1943. 

The Arkansas Economic Council’s leadership was composed of electrical company executives, 

bankers, newspaper editors, the heads of oil corporations, railroad officials, doctors, lumber 

operators, furniture and aluminum company representatives, college administrators, realtors, 

economic planners, and various other professionals. 2 After the group merged with the state 

                                                
 1 “Address Given by C. Hamilton Moses Before a Joint Meeting of the Lions Club and Rotary Club at 
Newport Arkansas, on Thursday June 14, 1948,” Colter Hamilton Moses Papers, 1924-1966 MS M852 24, Series 4: 
Speeches and Literary Manuscripts, Box 16, Folder 4: Speeches, 1942-1948 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas 
Special Collections Department). 
 
 2 Arkansas Economic Council, 1943 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections), 5. The 
group’s executive committee included: Colonel T.H. Barton, the president of the Lion Oil Refinery Company of El 
Dorado, C. Hamilton Moses, president of the Arkansas Power and Light Company. C.F. Byres, the editor of a Forth 
Smith periodical named the Southwest American. Wm. A. McDonnel, the vice president of the Commercial National 
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chamber of commerce in 1945 to form the Arkansas Economic Council-State Chamber of 

Commerce (AECSCC), it was apparent that business interests controlled industrial development.   

 Though a supposedly public agency, the Arkansas Resources and Development 

Commission (ARDC) was entangled with the AECSCC. As of 1948, C.F. Byrns of Fort Smith 

served as the chairman of the AECSCC and a commissioner of the ARDC. In turn, the chairman 

of the Arkansas Resources and Development Commission, B.T. Fooks of Camden, was a 

member of the AECSCC. Of the fifteen commissioners of the ARDC, at least five were also 

members of the AECSCC.3 The organizations worked hand-in-hand in formulating policy. As 

booster Frank Cantrell explained, “regular meetings” were set up in order “to coordinate work 

for the Economic Council-with that of the Resources Commission.” These meetings facilitated 

the “exchange [of] information” and allowed for “joint participation in specific projects.”4 

Business figures exerted influence over all of Arkansas’s development institutions. 

 Boosters hailed from industries geared toward economic modernization. New industries 

meant more electrical purchases for power companies, more deposits and loans for banks, a 

larger pool of customers for newspapers, higher land values for real estate investors, and more 

                                                                                                                                                       
Bank of Little Rock.L.A. Henry, the Director of the State Planning Board. The organization’s committee chairmen 
were: Charles A. Gordon, the president of the Arkansas Bankers Association and vice president of the Simmons 
National Bank of Pine Bluff; Matt Rothert, president of the Camden Furniture company; Ted Martin, vice president 
of Lion Oil Refinery Company of El Dorado; Joe Hardin, a planter from Grady Arkansas (the sole representative 
from the agriculture); Tom Jones, an executive at the Aluminum Company of America; Louis A. Watkins, president 
of the Missouri and Arkansas Railway Co.; Peter Watzeks, vice president and general manager of Crossett Lumber 
Industries; Jack Murray, traffic manager of the Little Rock Chamber of Commerce; J.N. Haskall, the editor of the 
Arkansas Gazette; Dr. H King Wade of Hot Springs; W. S. Daniel, employed by the Federal Housing 
Administration; Grover T. Owens, a Little Rock attorney; Floyd Sharp, State Director of the Manpower 
Commission; Leigh Kelly, a Forth Smith realtor; Matt Ellis, president of Henderson State Teachers College; Joe M. 
Martin, Executive Secretary to Governor Homer M. Adkins; and T.J. Robertson, president of the Arkansas Co-Op 
Association  
 
 3 “Something’s Happening in Arkansas,” Arkansas Economic Council-State Chamber of Commerce 
Advertisement, 1948 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections). 
 
 4 Cantrell, “Arkansas Campaigns for Industries,” 3.   
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freight for railroads.5 Frank Cantrell, the manager of the AECSCC, made this point in 1946 when 

he measured the program’s success by the increase in “telephone installations, life insurance 

policies, per capita income, bank deposits and so forth.”6 C. Hamilton Moses was unembarrassed 

about AP&L’s profit motives. As he told a crowd of businessmen in Camden, Arkansas on 

October 19, 1948,  “We were willing to provide the manpower and pay every dollar of the 

[industrial development program’s] expenses,” since “we know…that every dollar we spend, 

consumers spend five dollars to utilize the commodity we produce.”7 More factories equaled 

greater demand for AP&L’s electricity. 

 While some boosters came from Arkansas’s traditional low wage industries, such as 

lumber, they nonetheless embraced economic development. Peter Watzek of the Crossett 

Lumber Company held positions in both the AECSCC and ARDC. 8 Crossett was a traditional 

southern company town, economically subservient to the firm that bore its name. The Crossett 

Lumber Company’s harsh stance against unionization produced violent confrontations between 

labor and capital in 1940.9 However, the company saw economic advantages in industrialization. 

As described by a Federal Reserve Bank report, the Crossett Company oversaw a “sawmill, a 

                                                
 5 “Something’s Happening in Arkansas,” Arkansas Economic Council-State Chamber of Commerce 
Advertisement, 1948 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections). 
 
 6 Frank Cantrell, “Arkansas Campaigns for Industries,” Arkansas Economic Council, State Chamber of 
Commerce Publication, November 1946 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections), 1. 
 
 7 Speech at Camden, Arkansas, 10/19/49. Colter Moses Hamilton Papers, 1924-1966. MS M852 24 Moses. 
Box 16 Series 4: Speeches ad Literary Manuscripts; Folder 5: Speeches, 1948 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas 
Special Collections), 15-16.  
 
 8 Arkansas Economic Council, 1943 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections), 5; 
“Something’s Happening in Arkansas,” Arkansas Economic Council-State Chamber of Commerce Advertisement, 
1948 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections).   
 
 9  Ryan Driskell Tate, “Crossett Strike of 1940,” The Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and Culture 
(http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-
detail.aspx?entryID=4900&type=Category&item=Labor&parent=Business+and+Economics&grandparent=) 
(accessed 5 May 2015); Ben F. Johnson, III, Arkansas in Modern America, 25-26. 
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wood distillation plant, and a paper mill,” all of which focused on “the first production stage 

from raw material to finished product.” Serving the firm’s interests, town officials pursued the 

Chase Bag Company in the 1940s. Although the paper bag factory was “a branch plant of a 

national concern,” presumably offering higher pay, it was expected to purchase its material from 

the Crossett Company. The threat to Arkansas’s low wage economy was counterbalanced by 

increased demand for the lumber company’s products. The Chase Bag Company built a 

$500,000 plant in Crossett in 1946.10 But industrial development’s political imperatives matched 

its economic incentives. 

 Many Arkansas businessmen, like their counterparts throughout the nation, had bitter 

memories of the New Deal, which had encroached on their authority.11 C. Hamilton Moses of the 

Arkansas Power and Light Company and other Arkansas utilities companies loathed the federal 

government’s newfound regulatory powers and its forays into the electric market. The federal 

government invoked its “investigative power” to examine “alleged malpractices of private 

industries,” Moses wrote in his autobiography, often resulting in “far-fetched and poorly 

supported” interventions that “extend[ed] the long arm of the government into local affairs.” 

During the 1930s, the Federal Trade Commission and Federal Power Commission launched 

investigations into AP&L’s business practices. New Deal programs, such as the Tennessee 

Valley Authority (TVA) and the Rural Electrification Administration (REA), also threatened to 

undermine AP&L’s domination of local markets. The federal government’s construction of dams 

                                                
 10 Frederick L. Deming, “Arkansas Plans for the Future,” Reprinted from the Monthly Review of December 
1945, Published by the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special 
Collections), quotes on 7; Frank Cantrell, “Arkansas Campaigns for Industries,” Arkansas Economic Council, State 
Chamber of Commerce Publication, November 1946 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections), 4. 
 
 11 Kim Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands: The Businessmen’s Crusade Against the New Deal (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 2009), ch. 1.    
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on the White River and sponsorship of public power co-ops challenged the monopoly held by 

private utility companies. “We could see competition and conflict on all sides,” Moses wrote.12 

 Businessmen were similarly galled by the New Deal’s preeminence in the realm of 

economic planning. Not only had federal organizations, such as the TVA, asserted control over 

local and regional economic development, these institutions had proved effective.13 Businessmen 

believed that they, not federal planners and New Deal bureaucrats, were the overseers of the 

economy.14 

 State level concerns added to anxieties surrounding the national New Deal. Many within 

Arkansas’s business community feared the emergence of an aggressive labor movement. During 

the 1930s, Arkansas witnessed the growth of several powerful labor organizations, including the 

Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union and the Arkansas State Federation of Labor. Overall, union 

membership almost doubled from 25,000 to 43,000 in the 1939-1944 period. Although less 

powerful than in other parts of the country, Arkansas’s labor movement nonetheless made gains 

during the 1930s and 1940s.15 From 1937 to 1941, a New Deal acolyte, Carl Bailey, served as 

governor of Arkansas. Though hemmed in by the state’s powerful conservative elements and 

                                                
 12 Colter Hamilton Moses, Unpublished Autobiography (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special 
Collections), 153-156, 195. 
 
 13  Sarah T. Phillips, This Land, This Nation: Conservation, Rural America, and the New Deal (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007); esp. ch. 2; Bruce Schulman From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt: Federal Policy, 
Economic Development and the Transformation of the South, 1938-1980 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1991). 
 
 14 Elizabeth A. Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise: The Business Assault on Labor and Liberalism, 1945-
1960 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 5.   
 
 15 Michael Pierce, “Labor Movement,” The Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and Culture 
(http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-
detail.aspx?entryID=4235&type=Category&item=Labor&parent=Business+and+Economics&grandparent=) 
(accessed 20 September 2013). 
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political powerbrokers, Bailey’s governorship nonetheless announced the New Deal’s incursion 

into Arkansas politics.16  

 Moses and his AP&L colleagues decided to take the offensive. After Moses assumed 

control of the company in 1941, he launched a broad public relations campaign. AP&L executive 

Roy Thompson told Moses that the firm’s main “problems were largely political.” As president 

of the company, Thompson argued, it was Moses’s job to wage a “continuous fight for public 

approval,” to “sell the Company to the people.”17 Though Moses noted that, “Roosevelt’s ‘New 

Deal’ philosophy and growing sentiment for government in business made our task much more 

difficult,” he nonetheless traveled throughout the state, meeting with the governor, state 

legislators, city councils, and local communities to promote AP&L and private enterprise. 

Moses’s company hosted a lavish dinner banquet “honoring the legislators and all of the State 

officials,” at AP&L’s expense of course.18  

 By championing industrial development, business leaders hoped to end Washington’s 

stranglehold on economic planning. As Moses argued, if “business would live up to its peacetime 

responsibilities,” the private sector could forestall “another depression” and put an end to 

“nation-wide unemployment.” By leading Arkansas’s crusade for industrial development, 

“business men and women” could offer “their own planning.” In leading the charge for industrial 

development, businessmen were constructing a private sector alternative to New Deal style 

                                                
 16 Jeannie Whayne, Thomas DeBlack, George Sabo III, and Morris Arnold, Arkansas: A Narrative History 
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2002), 331-335; Donald Holley, “Carl Edward Bailey, 1937-1941,” in 
The Governors of Arkansas: Essays in Political Biography, Second Edition ed., Timothy P. Donovan, Willard B. 
Gatewood, Jr., and Jeannie M. Whayne, (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1995), 190-197. 
 
 17 Colter Hamilton Moses, Unpublished Autobiography (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special 
Collections), 203.   
 
 18 Ibid., 204.   
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economic planning.19 The goal was to prove the superiority of private enterprise and business 

leadership over government administration and bureaucratic management. 

 Promoters often used industrial development as a justification for undercutting 

unionization. In a speech given just months after the formation of the AEC in 1943, the 

organization’s mastermind, C. Hamilton Moses, argued that, “Much industry coming south for 

war production will stay here,” and listed among the reasons that the state was “free from labor 

strife.”20 Similarly, Moses maligned “industrialized centers” where unions were prevalent. He 

spoke in euphemisms but his target was easily identifiable. In a 1946 speech given to a group of 

St. Louis businessmen, Moses told an anecdote about a trip to New York City. He came away 

convinced that the “Empire State…was controlled by organizations, by action committees 

[referring to the CIO’s Political Action Committee founded in 1943], by organized segments and 

pressure groups.” In contrast, Moses lauded Arkansas as an emblem of the “American Way,” a 

state with the “finest labor supply in the nation with less ‘isms’ and ‘cisms’, and more anxious to 

work and with whom you can get along.”21 Moses’s position was that organized labor 

undermined industrialization, since companies would only move to Arkansas to avoid unions. If 

Arkansas opened the door to unionization, it would defeat the point of industrial development. 

 Because Moses and his fellow business modernizers resided in the Solid Democratic 

South, they had to acclimate their program to conservative interests. V.O. Key described 
                                                
 19 C. Hamilton Moses Speech in St. Louis, MO, January 15, 1946, 6-7, Colter Hamilton Moses Papers, 
1924-1966 MS M852 24, Series 4: Speeches and Literary Manuscripts, Box 16, Folder 4: Speeches, 1942-1948 
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections).   
 
 20 C. Hamilton Moses Speech to Philadelphia Rotary Club, December 1, 1943, Colter Hamilton Moses 
Papers, 1924-1966 MS M852 24, Series 4: Speeches and Literary Manuscripts, Box 16, Folder 4: Speeches, 1942-
1948 (University of Arkansas Special Collections Department).  For John Lewis and wartime coal strikes, see David 
Kennedy, Freedom From Fear, 642-644.  
 
 21 C. Hamilton Moses Speech in St. Louis, MO, January 15, 1946, Colter Hamilton Moses Papers, 1924-
1966 MS M852 24, Series 4: Speeches and Literary Manuscripts, Box 16, Folder 4: Speeches, 1942-1948 
(University of Arkansas Special Collections).  
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Arkansas as the “most undefiled and undiluted form” of the South’s “one-party system.” 

Arkansas practiced a brand of issueless personality politics where candidates ignored the major 

concerns of the day in favor of building networks of loyal local leaders (“courthouse rings”) who 

could deliver votes. This system privileged the state’s business interests who financed the 

campaigns of individual candidates. Arkansas, as Key argued, “exhibits a case of political 

consensus in exaggerated form,” where “conservatives control without serious challenge.”22   

 These conservative forces included large landholders within the Arkansas Farm Bureau, 

especially eastern Arkansas planters.23 As in other southern States, planter power rested in 

Arkansas’s Black Belt region, a zone that stretched vertically along the Mississippi River and 

spread westward across the southern portion of the state. In this area, planters dominated local 

politics through a divide and conquer strategy. The poll tax, literacy tests, and other 

disfranchisement mechanisms ensured that almost no African Americans, and few poor white 

Arkansans, could vote. Those that did exercise their electoral prerogatives were likely to be 

subjected to economic pressure and outright violence by large property holders. With a small 

voting population, planters could ensure political dominance by buying off or coercing their 

sharecroppers and tenant farmers to do their bidding. Often times, planters would offer material 

rewards or invoke the fictional unity of “White Supremacy” to turn economic dependents into 

electoral proxies. In many place, landholders dictated local politics 24  

                                                
 22 V.O. Key, Southern Politics in State and Nation, quote on 185. See also Diane Blair, Arkansas Politics 
and Government: Do the People Rule? (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1988), 41-43.  
 
 23 For the reactionary politics of the Farm Bureau I am thankful to Michael Pierce for allowing me access to 
his unpublished research on the group. Michael Pierce, “The Southern Cotton Oil Mill Strike and the Forging of 
Arkansas’s Black-Labor Alliance,” Southern Labor Studies Association Conference Paper, New Orleans, LA, 6 
March. 
 
 24 Though nearly 70 years old, V.O. Key’s Southern Politics in State and Nation still provides one of the 
most insightful examinations of Black Belt planter politics. V.O. Key, Jr., Southern Politics in State and Nation: A 
New Edition (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1984), 5-12, 197-200 (for Arkansas case specifically). 
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 Along with the Farm Bureau, Arkansas’s conservatives found a home in the Arkansas 

Free Enterprise Association (AFEA). Founded in 1946, the Arkansas Free Enterprise Association 

was a coalition of planters, mill operators, lumber barons, lawyers, and to a lesser extent, oil 

company officials.25 The AFEA had its headquarters in eastern Arkansas’s Delta region and 

represented the interests of the Black Belt elite.26 The heirs to the late nineteenth-century 

Bourbon dynasty, these economic traditionalists safeguarded the state’s status quo.27 As 

described by scholars Gavin Wright and Bruce Schulman, throughout the South this faction 

protected the region’s isolated labor market and traditional “low wage” political economy.28 The 

AFEA virulently opposed unionization and African American political rights, viewing both as a 

                                                                                                                                                       
See also Diane Blair, Arkansas Politics and Government: Do the People Rule? (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1988), 42-44.  
 
 25 The leadership of the Officers and Directors of the AFEA, as of 1948, were: President Lamar 
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Special Collections Department University of Arkansas).  
 
 26 See V.O. Key, Southern Politics in State and Nation, 197.   
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challenge to conservative rule. The AFEA was prone to tirades against civil rights.29 The AFEA 

stated among its “immediate objectives” to “fight…the so-called ‘Civil Rights’ program.”30 The 

group listed the CIO and the NAACP as “left wing organizations.”31 The AFEA linked labor 

unions and civil rights to a worldwide communist conspiracy, invoking in just one newsletter 

their opposition to the Fair Employment Practices Commission, Harry Truman’s civil rights 

platform, and the “Communist threat in America.”32   

 Moses and his colleagues tailored their development program to Arkansas’s traditional 

low wage economy. They did so for pragmatic reasons, but also as an act of deference to planters 

and conservatives. As noted in one of the AEC’s earliest publications, “Close contact and 

cooperation should be had with all private agencies seeking the betterment of agriculture, among 

these are the Farm Bureau Federation…and all like agencies engaged in the promotion of a more 

productive and profitable agriculture.” Likewise, the AEC had one token planter in the 

leadership.33 The decision to promote small local industries oriented towards agriculture and 

extractive industries during the late 1940s was meant to placate large landholders and low wage 

industrialists, who feared competition from large national corporations. AECSCC manager Frank 

                                                
 29 For leadership, see, “Who’s Fighting the Fight in Arkansas….” Arkansas Free Enterprise Association 
Publication, 1948, Vertical File Folder: Arkansas Free Enterprise Association (Fayetteville: Special Collections 
Department University of Arkansas). See also the AFEA’s newsletter collection in the same location.  
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Vertical File Folder: Arkansas Free Enterprise Association (Fayetteville: Special Collections Department University 
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 32 AFEA Newsletter, 7 June 1948. Vertical File Folder: Arkansas Free Enterprise Association (Fayetteville: 
Special Collections Department University of Arkansas). 
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Cantrell noted in 1946 that “the spirit of determination” for “increased processing” of the state’s 

“raw materials” was “especially marked in the important Arkansas Farm Bureau Federation.”34   

 Under Arkansas’s pro-business governors Homer Adkins and Benjamin Laney, the tacit 

compact between industrial boosters and conservatives held in large part because of a shared 

antipathy towards organized labor. Serving from 1941-1945, Adkins was a member of the 

conservative wing of the southern Democratic Party. As such, he pledged his loyalty to states’ 

rights, racial segregation, and business interests. Adkins had been a member of the reinvigorated 

Ku Klux Klan during the 1920s and carried his antagonism towards African American rights into 

his governorship. Though solicitous of federal wartime spending, Adkins aimed to insure that 

government intervention did not disrupt the state’s Jim Crow order. Adkins was more than happy 

to palm the state’s road building debt off onto the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, which 

purchased all of Arkansas’s highway bonds, giving the state a lower interest rate and an extended 

payment period. However, Adkins refused to accept any federal reforms in the areas of civil 

rights and labor relations. Adkins spoke out against FDR’s Executive Order 8802 banning racial 

discrimination in defense industries, and lambasted the Supreme Court for the 1944 Smith v. 

Allwright decision outlawing the all white primary. Adkins also expressed a vehement dislike of 

the CIO and their brand of industrial unionism.35 During his tenure, the state’s anti-labor forces 

waged a series of campaigns to undermine union power.  
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 99 

 In 1943, state legislators succeeded in passing an “anti-violence” bill, which essentially 

outlawed strikes within Arkansas. As described by the Arkansas Gazette, the “bill would make it 

unlawful for two or more persons to assemble near any place where a labor dispute existed and 

attempt by force or threats to prevent any person from engaging in a lawful occupation.”36 The 

Arkansas Gazette argued that the “proponents” of “anti-violence” were the “leaders of the 

Arkansas Farm Bureau and large plantation holders of Eastern Arkansas.” 37 Farm Bureau 

members from eastern Arkansas sponsored the bill, paying for the publicity and lobbying 

campaign.38 Fearing that the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union’s interracial movement would 

undermine the Jim Crow system, planters launched an attack against organized labor. The State 

Representative for the Delta county of Chicot warned that the STFU “would organize the rural 

Negroes in Chicot county and wipe the white people out in one night.” The passage of the anti-

violence law in March of 1943 was a victory for the state’s reactionary agricultural elites.39   

 The movement to pass a “right-to-work” law in Arkansas in 1944 represented a 

continuation of the conservative campaign against labor unions. The law would essentially put an 

end to the closed shop and union shop in Arkansas by making it illegal for employers to require 

union membership as a precondition for being hired or maintaining employment.40 As had been 
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true of the “anti-violence” law, the state’s low wage coalition of planters and timber barons 

backed the measure. However, there was a crucial difference. Rather than submit legislation to 

the assembly, where planters could exert their influence, “right-to-work” sponsors presented the 

measure as a constitutional amendment. This would make “right-to-work” more difficult to 

repeal in the future. But it also meant that proponents would have to submit a referendum to the 

voters for approval.41 In an attempt to win popular approval, “right-to-work” proponents made 

industrial development a central feature of their campaign.  

 The actual leadership behind the Arkansas “right-to-work” campaign remains somewhat 

of a mystery. Arkansas’s “right-to-work” proponents masked their identities by signing all 

campaign flyers and advertisements with sobriquets, such as the “Business and Farmers Good 

Government Committee” and the “Constitutional Amendment Committee.” Since these 

committees left no membership lists or records behind, historians are left to discourse analysis. 

Even so, the rhetoric is telling. Like the “anti-violence” campaign, “right-to-work” supporters 

cast aspersions on “Labor Bosses” and “racketeers.”42 Similarly, much of the rhetoric revolved 

around abstract ideas about freedom, with “right-to-work” supporters arguing that closed shops 

impinged on the rights of working men to choose what organizations they joined.43 
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 But jostling beside these boilerplate arguments was a different rationale. Ironically, it was 

“right-to-work” opponents who provided direct evidence that industrial development was a 

central argument. In an advertisement entitled, “An Appeal to the Intelligence of the Citizens of 

Arkansas,” opponents of the measure called for the attention of “Mr. Business Man!” 

“Proponents of this unique, un American proposal,” the advertisement argued, “have told the 

business man passage of Amendment No. 35 will attract industry to the State of Arkansas.” 

Rejecting this assessment, the ad claimed that the pursuit of “capital from Wall Street and 

Northern investment houses” would never create prosperity within Arkansas without “a 

reasonable wage scale.””44 In their attempt to defeat the proposal, opponents revealed that 

industrialization and economic growth were major features of anti-union political discourse.  

 For C. Hamilton Moses, right-to-work was entirely about capital investment and 

industrial development. Relating one of his favorite stories to an audience at Ouachita College, 

Moses explained how eastern bankers had graded his company’s bonds a “B,” resulting in higher 

borrowing rates. When Moses pressed for an explanation, Wall Street officials told him that 

Arkansas’s government had a history of defaulting on its bonds, especially for highways, and 

residents maintained an unfriendly attitude towards “outside capital.” Refuting these charges, 

Moses informed these bankers that Harvey Couch, the founder of AP&L, had directed him years 

ago to “find every favorable law there is on the statute books of any nation” and “get the 

Legislators and Governors to…get those laws in Arkansas so that we can welcome and hold 

open arms out to anybody anywhere that has idle money.” Moses pointed out that, “by a vote of 

our people by Constitutional Amendment, our people recently voted that in Arkansas every man 
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and woman should have a right to work,” creating an environment more favorable to business 

than “Eastern States” who were “controlled and ruled by organizations.”45  

 The combination of planter power and industrial boosterism resulted in the passage of the 

“right-to-work” amendment in 1944 by a margin of 105,300 yes votes to 87,652 no votes, a 55% 

to 45% split.46 The right-to-work victory signaled the powerful position of business interests at 

the beginning of the postwar period. Industrial boosters and conservatives found common ground 

with their shared anti-unionism. During the mid-to-late 1940s, this business high-water mark 

continued under the leadership of Governor Ben Laney.  

 A farm boy from the small community of Jones Chapel in Ouachita County, Laney had 

served in the US Navy and attended Hendrix College, Arkansas Teachers College, and the 

University of Utah prior to entering professional life. Laney used money from oil discovered on 

his family’s property to pursue various business ventures. During the late 1920s, Laney set up 

shop in Camden, Arkansas where he had interests in local banking, cotton gins, oil mills, and a 

hardware store. Laney became the town’s mayor in 1935 and served in Homer Adkin’s 

administration. Laney later backed John L. McClellan in his victorious 1942 U.S. Senate 

campaign. In 1944, Laney threw his own hat into the ring and successfully garnered the 

Democratic nomination for governor (akin to election in the one-party South).47  
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 Nicknamed “Business Ben,” Laney was a paragon of capitalist values, a man dedicated to 

cutting taxes, limiting state spending, reducing debt, and shrinking government services. During 

the 1944 gubernatorial primary, Laney pledged himself to lowering taxes and “economy” in state 

government. One historian argued that Laney’s policies stood as a “monument to fiscal 

responsibility” for retiring “the state’s nonhighway debt, reducing taxes and eliminating the state 

ad valorem property tax, and protecting services against possible future depression.”48 From 

another perspective, these were retrenchment policies meant to limit the tax burden by cutting 

rates and reducing public services.  

 Laney helped paper over the inherent tension between industrial development and the 

state’s low wage economy by constructing a cautious program acceptable to both industrial 

boosters and conservatives. It was under Laney’s leadership that Arkansas’s industrial program 

concentrated on small, local firms that processed farm goods and raw materials. The 

appropriately named Arkansas Resources and Development Commission, which was signed into 

law by Laney, reflected this vision.49  

 The CIO’s launch of Operation Dixie in 1946, a massive southern unionization drive, 

only steeled business’s resolve in Arkansas. Union organizers had a two-pronged strategy, which 

as Barbara Griffith argues, aimed to “consolidate the impressive gains labor made during the war 

and to remove the South as a non-union haven for ‘runaway’ Northern businesses.”50 Arkansas 

business leaders responded by working with Governor Laney to strengthen the state’s right-to-
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work law by passing “enabling” legislation.51 The original right-to-work amendment had not 

enumerated any specific legal penalties or enforcement mechanisms, merely granting the 

legislature the power to do so at a later date. The enabling legislation gave the government 

authority to punish firms who signed “illegal” agreements by fining them as much as $5,000 for 

every day a closed or union shop contract was in effect.52  

 But Arkansas’s business harmony eventually disintegrated as a result of the Dixiecrat 

Revolt of 1948. This act of partisan dissension divided the conservatives and Moses’s faction, 

and gave rise to the liberal governorship of Sidney McMath. After 1948, conservatives were 

largely discredited, liberal forces were on the rise in Arkansas, and industrial boosters were 

forced to chart a new path in a less hospitable political environment.  

 As a pivotal bloc within Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal coalition, southern politicians 

exercised a political veto on all Democratic policies. In order to enact their agenda, New Dealers 

agreed to avoid sensitive racial issues, such as anti-lynching legislation. Southern congressmen 

were able to protect the economic status quo by maintaining regional wage differentials within 

the National Recovery Administration and Fair Labor Standards Act. They also ensured that 

large landholders oversaw federal farm programs. Agricultural elites captured the lion’s share of 

federal largesse while refusing to give sharecroppers and tenants their allotments. Agriculture 
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and domestic employment, where most black southerners worked, were left out of the Social 

Security Act and the National Labor Relations Act (better known as the Wagner Act).53 

 In the mid 1940s, however, many liberal Democrats began courting the growing African 

American electorate outside the South. The wartime industrial boom had produced a second 

great migration of African Americans from the rural South to urban industrial centers throughout 

the nation.54 Equally important, Democratic Party reforms in 1940 did away with the two-thirds 

majority needed to nominate a presidential candidate. Liberals no longer needed to appease the 

South when choosing a nominee and began to press for a more aggressive civil rights agenda.55 

African Americans and organized labor won important political concessions from the federal 

government. In order to avoid a mass African American march on Washington D.C., FDR issued 

Executive Order 8802 in 1941, which outlawed discrimination in war related industries and 

created the Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) to enforce equitable hiring 

practices.56 Under Roosevelt’s leadership, organized labor also emerged as a powerful proponent 

of New Deal liberalism.57  

 These developments outraged southern conservatives, especially the Black Belt elite, 

whose economic and political position depended on racial segregation, non-unionized low wage 

labor, and the one-party system. Southern conservatives were appalled when Roosevelt’s 
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successor Harry Truman came out strongly in favor of civil rights. Truman had been a 

compromise vice president nominee in 1944 whom, in light of FDR’s declining health, 

southerners favored over the progressive Henry Wallace. But political calculations and moral 

convictions led Truman to shift his allegiance in favor of civil rights reform. Truman was 

outraged by a campaign of violence against African Americans, including many veterans, which 

spread across the South during 1946 and 1947. Truman realized that reactionary southern 

Democrats hurt the party image, creating a slow but steady drift of black voters to the GOP. In an 

attempt to win back the African American electorate, Truman backed the cause of civil rights in 

early 1948.58  Truman’s newfound support for civil rights set off a backlash throughout the 

South.  

 As was true throughout the region, Arkansas’s planters and Black Belt elite led the 

campaign against civil rights. John Daggett, the Arkansas Free Enterprise Association’s 

executive director, wrote in the organization’s newsletter that it supported “unyielding opposition 

to President Truman’s ‘Civil Rights’ program.”59 Daggett called for “the restoration of the South 

to its rightful position of…influence in the Democratic Party!”; the “restoration of Constitutional 

government”; and the “restoration of States Rights!” In accord with their Black Belt brethren 

elsewhere, the AFEA hoped to “avoid [the] renomination of Truman” in 1948.60  

 Representatives from the Deep South states of Alabama and Mississippi walked out of 

the 1948 Democratic National Convention to protest Truman’s nomination. Within a few days, 
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these “bolters” convened in Birmingham, Alabama to form the States’ Rights Democratic Party, 

nicknamed the Dixiecrats. The Dixiecrats nominated Governor Strom Thurmond of South 

Carolina as their presidential nominee. Arkansas Free Enterprise Association and their ally 

Governor Ben Laney joined the protest movement. Led by John Daggett, the AFEA spearheaded 

the Dixiecrat campaign within Arkansas.61  

 But the AFEA’s plans were compromised by the recent results of the 1948 gubernatorial 

election. After Laney decided not to seek a third term in 1948, four candidates campaigned for 

the Democratic gubernatorial nomination, producing in a runoff between Sidney McMath and 

Jack Holt. The campaign exemplified the South’s one-party system. The contest revolved around 

the innocuous issue of road construction, more specifically whether or not to fund highway 

initiatives with bonds. In the end, McMath defeated Holt in the time-honored way by building a 

network of local elites who voted for the “best qualified” candidate.62 

 But McMath emerged as a bona fide liberal during his time in the governor’s office. 

While refusing to challenge racial segregation, McMath allied himself with organized labor 

while courting African American voters and urban liberals.63 McMath emerged as a champion of 

New Deal style planning and federally sponsored economic development, pursuing government 

aid in the form of infrastructural funds and defense industries.64 McMath was a fervent supporter 

of Harry Truman. In his autobiography, McMath recalled that, “Laney had assumed leadership of 

the anti-Truman forces in the state and was at the same time making speeches against Truman 
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throughout the South.” McMath stayed mum on the issue while campaigning for governor, 

deciding at a secret meeting with supporters that he “would…be in a stronger position to meet 

the Dixiecrats’ anti-Truman attacks” after winning the primary.65   

 Once McMath had defeated Holt in the run-off, he shifted gears to confront the 

Dixiecrats in Arkansas. McMath recognized that the Arkansas Free Enterprise Association, 

which he characterized as a coalition of “plantation owners, larger farmers, and Little Rock 

corporate executives, representative of the conservative forces in this state,” was behind the 

Dixiecrat offensive.66 McMath worked behind the scenes to outmaneuver the Dixiecrat forces, 

ensuring that only “loyal Democrats” dedicated to Truman were be selected as presidential 

electors.67 Forced to run as a third party candidate in Arkansas, Thurmond won only 16.5% of 

the popular vote in Arkansas, compared to Truman’s 61.7%.68 

 During the turbulent and unpredictable political events of 1948, C. Hamilton Moses and 

the AECSCC charted a cautious path. I have found no evidence that Moses or the AECSCC 

participated in the Dixiecrat rebellion. While industrial development boosters had worked with 

conservatives to undermine union power, they distanced themselves from the quixotic and self-

destructive campaign for “states’ rights.” Moses’s and the AECSCC’s tactic was to ignore the 

issue. For example, on October 19, 1948, the Chamber of Commerce of Camden, Arkansas 

hosted a dinner for the leaders of the AECSCC. The event came just months after southern 

delegates from Alabama and Mississippi had bolted the national convention and organized the 
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Dixiecrat Party. The leader of Arkansas’s Dixiecrat movement, Governor Ben Laney, came from 

Camden. Although the presidential election was just weeks away, in lengthy speeches AECSCC 

officials did not mention racial segregation, civil rights, or the upcoming contest.69  

 But after the 1948 election, Moses and Governor McMath were at loggerheads. As 

McMath recalled in later years, “I carried on a seemingly endless, running battle with the 

Arkansas Power and Light Company.” McMath was a proponent of electrical cooperatives, 

which he argued provided lower rates than private companies and were willing to enter rural 

areas that others deemed unprofitable. McMath criticized private power companies, primarily 

AP&L, for maintaining a hurtful “monopoly,” only willing to supply electricity once an area was 

“built up” and then refusing to accept “any competition.”70  

  In one telling anecdote, Moses asked McMath to join him on a car ride to Harrison, 

Arkansas after they had both attended at a nearby event. Moses wanted to discuss a recent 

proposal by electrical cooperatives to build a steam generating plant at Ozark, Arkansas, which 

would provide power to the northwestern portion of the state.71 Moses informed McMath that, 

“We don’t mind your going around talking to these co-op people, but we would be strongly 

opposed to your helping them get that steam-generating plant—we don’t need it.” McMath did 

not heed Moses’s warning. Instead, he negotiated a federal loan for over $10,000,000 to 

construct the steam-generating plant and several hundred miles of transmission lines. Though the 
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Arkansas Supreme Court ruled the plan unconstitutional, it nonetheless reflected McMath’s 

dedication to federally sponsored development initiatives.72 

 McMath’s war with Moses and AP&L reached a crescendo over the Spartan Aircraft 

Corporation. In September of 1951, it was announced that the Spartan Aircraft Corporation, 

which manufactured airplanes and recreational trailers, planned to build a multimillion-dollar 

aluminum plant in Little Rock, Arkansas.73 According to the Arkansas Gazette, “The plant, 

which would employ about one thousand persons, would reduce Arkansas bauxite to alumina, 

transform it to aluminum and then roll it into sheet metal at the rate of sixty thousand tons 

annually.”74 Recognizing that the “state was experiencing an extreme migration in population,” 

McMath coveted these high paying industrial jobs.75 Since the production of aluminum 

necessitated the use of “defense materials,” the plant required federal authorization. According to 

McMath, his administration had been “working with officials in the Truman Administration and 

Spartan Aircraft representatives to obtain approval for this project” since 1949. McMath set out 

to convince the head of the Defense Materials Production Agency and the Undersecretary of the 

Interior to approve the project.76 The Spartan plant would have been a triumph for McMath.  

 But Moses and AP&L opposed the project, the primary reason being that the Spartan 

corporation planned to use its own electricity for the aluminum plant. AP&L was able to torpedo 

the Spartan deal by using its political connections to ensure that the Reynolds Metal Company 
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instead gained the rights to produce aluminum. The Reynolds Metal Company would purchase 

its electricity directly from AP&L. This deal also gave AP&L access to electricity produced by 

the Bull Shoals Dam. Instead of going to the “preferential customers” (electrical coops and 

municipally owned public utilities), Bull Shoals electricity would be channeled to AP&L.77   

 This episode represented a major victory for Moses, but it also signaled that the business 

friendly era was over. McMath’s election meant that businessmen were going to have to fight to 

maintain their position within Arkansas. Even more troubling, industrial boosters could no longer 

rely on conservative support. The Dixiecrat Movement had discredited eastern Arkansas planters 

and the Black Belt elite. As a result, Moses and his cohort were forced to look for new allies in 

order to combat the rising tide of liberalism within Arkansas and American society.  

 It was these political challenges that led Moses and state development officials to go in 

search of grassroots support. Moses and the AECSCC introduced Community Development 

Clinics in 1948. Amidst the Dixiecrat Revolt, boosters decided to take their show on the road. 

They appealed directly to local communities in an attempt to incorporate local elites within their 

political project. They found any especially warm welcome in the rural and small-town 

communities of northern Arkansas. Beset by the forces of agricultural transformation and 

outmigration, Ozark inhabitants appreciated the interest in their communities.  

   

The Iowa Manufacturers Association and the Fall of the Old Guard  
 
 The most influential and powerful business organization in the state of Iowa was the Iowa 

Manufacturers Association (IMA). Founded in the early twentieth century as a state branch of 

the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM), the organization served as the primary 
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interest group for Iowa’s industrialists.78 Though still a formidable force during the 1930s, the 

organization, like business groups throughout the country, had been knocked back on its heels by 

the Great Depression. With capitalism in disarray, many American businessmen felt threatened 

by the New Deal.79 Unlike some representatives of big business, who saw the New Deal as a 

stabilizing force and instrument of corporate liberalism, Iowa’s manufacturers were lower level 

industrialists who felt especially burdened by government regulations, labor unions, and 

taxation.80 In its monthly news bulletin, the IMA derided the “government’s efforts to substitute 

its planning for the individual enterprise system,” something it equated with a substitution of 

“individual liberty” for “dictatorship.”81 In issue after issue, the IMA’s periodical lambasted the 

New Deal with headlines such as, “Repeal of Social Security Act Urged,”82 and articles 

demanding that members protest bills establishing wage and hourly rates within industries.83 In 

response to the nearly two billion dollars the IMA claimed the government spent on relief efforts 
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in 1935, the group asked, “What—in all seriousness—is the reason?”84 Efforts to strengthen 

regulatory agencies, such as the Federal Trade Commission, were labeled “very dangerous.”85  

 The IMA also heaped scorn upon what it derisively referred to as the ‘Labor Bloc” for its 

attempts to engage in political action.86 In one telling example, the IMA denounced efforts by the 

AFL and CIO to “defeat every Senator and Congressmen who voted to overrule the President’s 

[veto] of the Smith-Connally Bill,”87 which gave the federal government the right to take control 

of wartime industries disrupted by strikes and also made it illegal for labor groups to make 

campaign contributions.88 Along with these national developments, state manufacturers saw their 

historically powerful position within Iowa challenged during the 1930s.  

  Iowa was a one-party state with a long business friendly tradition. Since the start of the 

Civil War, the Republican Party had dominated state politics. Though Iowa was prone to 

outbursts of agrarian radicalism and progressive protest, the major political battles of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century were carried out within Iowa’s GOP. Democrat and third 

party efforts were either unsuccessful, or short lived.89 Despite a wide array of challenges from 

Grangers, Greenbackers, and Populists, by the dawn of the twentieth, as one state historian 

explained, “a preponderant railroad business coalition remained the best organized and most 
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potent political force in the state.”90 In the lead up to the Great Depression, Iowa’s GOP 

experienced several decades of intra party competition between progressives and pro-business 

“standpatters.” By the 1920s, Iowa’s Republican party, according to one scholar, had fallen in 

line with the “conservative, business oriented philosophy of Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover.” 

During this time the party establishment disowned the few remaining progressive Republicans.91  

 The Great Depression and New Deal sparked a dramatic, if temporary, Democratic 

resurgence. Riding Franklin Roosevelt’s coattails, Iowa’s Democrats “were victorious in nearly 

all elections for state and local offices in Iowa from 1932 through 1936.”92 The Democratic 

ascendancy during the 1930s distressed state business interests already anxious about the 

national implications of the New Deal. Even more worrisome was the increased strength of 

organized labor within Iowa. Emboldened by federal legislation, most notably the Wagner Act, 

which granted them powerful new rights, labor unions grew in number and militancy throughout 

the 1930s and 1940s.93  

 The Iowa Manufacturers Association response to these incursions was to retreat into the 

“tested principles” of the pre-New Deal era. The IMA demanded a balanced budget, anti-

inflationary measures, minimal government spending, a fixed gold standard, weak government 

supervision over the banking and credit industries, and restrained federal taxation.94 Iowa’s 

businessmen also endorsed the “revision of the capital gains and undistributed corporate income 
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taxes,” “impartiality by government” in “employer-employee relationship,” an end to 

government “competition with private enterprise,” a “reduction in taxes,” and various other 

measures that would “go a long way toward getting us back on our feet.”95  

 Iowa’s manufacturers took cues from the National Association of Manufacturers, which 

pressed for a “campaign of education” to help in “building good will for industry on the part of 

the public.”96 The IMA reiterated these sentiments, calling for a “Mobilization for Understanding 

of Private enterprise.”97 To cast industry in a positive light, the IMA preached the benefits of 

manufacturing to local communities. In October of 1936, the IMA invited Des Moines 

manufacturers, employees, and residents to a local auditorium for a presentation by a “nationally 

known speaker” on “the value of industry to the community, and the cooperation of such 

community with business and industry.”98 In April of 1936, the IMA detailed how a Wisconsin 

industry had decided to move out of the state. The reasons were obvious, explained the group: 

“These men move their factories because of the excessively high taxes and because government 

officials condone irresponsible labor strikes” that “destroy, through mob action, factory 

properties.”99 The IMA argued that factories did not merely make goods they also sustained 

communities. In this formulation, the community was responsible for firm’s fortunes. Either 
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towns helped repress “high taxes,” “irresponsible labor strikes,” and “mob action,” or they risked 

the loss of industry.  

 As part of these initiatives, Iowa’s manufacturers celebrated the concept of the “payroll.” 

In contrast to profits, which primarily benefited stockholders, the IMA argued that payrolls 

provided wages and consumer dollars that spread from factories to the broader community. The 

IMA applauded the benefits of the payroll in extravagant terms: 

Some day a monument will be erected to the payrolls of the country….upon payrolls 
depend the welfare and progress of the average American city and smaller communities. 
The payrolls start in the factory. It spreads from there throughout the community. It 
reaches the merchant; it reaches the banks; it reaches transportation; it reaches the dentist, 
the doctor, the lawyer; it furnishes the impetus which keeps the wheels of commercial 
and industrial activity revolving…Many communities in the eastern section of the U.S. 
are today realizing all this when they wake up in the morning and see closed factory 
doors and smokeless chimneys. They know now that unwarranted strikes, vicious laws, 
the 'tax 'till it hurts' policy can, and does, either close forever the doors of factories or 
causes them to seek elsewhere for more satisfactory conditions. Let us all hope that those 
who are running our local governments and those who will be elected to make laws and 
run our state government, will solemnly vow to encourage factories in Iowa, to make it 
attractive for those already here and to attract new factories to our state.100  

 

Once businessmen conceptually transformed a factory into a payroll, they were able to claim that 

what was good for industry was good for one’s state, county, or town. By championing new 

industry, state businessmen carried out their own agenda under the guise of the public interest.  

 It was these considerations that led the IMA to sponsor the creation of the Iowa 

Development Commission. In 1944, Edward A. Kimball, the executive manager of the IMA, 

produced a report for the chairman of the Iowa Postwar Rehabilitation Commission. Writing in 

his capacity as the head of the Commission’s industrial committee, Kimball assumed the tone of 

a disinterested public servant when he suggested that, “For the benefit of the whole of Iowa and 
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all her people…the State Legislature should…create a state body…to promote Iowa as an 

agricultural, industrial and recreational state.” Playing on concerns surrounding peacetime 

reconversion, Kimball explained that, “Practically every state in the Union is putting forth effort 

to secure new factories and unless Iowa is in the position to present her opportunities…prospects 

seeking locations will go elsewhere.”101 Claiming industrial development as a business cause, 

IMA officials laid the groundwork for creating the IDC in 1945.  

 Businessmen controlled the Iowa Development Commission. The social profile of the 

organization’s chairman, Seth Barker, illustrates the organization’s business orientation. 102 Born 

in the small town of Bloomfield, Iowa in 1888, Barker was raised on his parents’ farm until he 

left for the Southern Iowa Norman school, where he graduated from in 1906. After this, he 

enrolled at the Brown’s Business College of Peoria, Illinois. Following a short tenure as a 

farmer, Barker spent the years 1919-1921 operating a furniture store. In 1921 Barker opened a 

small business establishment that would later become the Barker Poultry Equipment Company. 

Located in Ottumwa, Iowa, the company, according to a genealogical biography written by a 

relative, manufactured a “varied line of equipment” which included, “poultry packing benches, 

sanitary grading bins, candling lamps, egg case trucks, feed mixers, cooling racks, automatic 

pickers and eviscerating equipment.” Barker also later became a member of the board of 

directors of the Wapello Machinery Company, another manufacturer of poultry equipment 

located in Wapello County.  
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 Along with owning extensive farmland, Barker was a member of numerous voluntary 

associations, including the Ancient Free and Accepted Masons, the Benevolent and Protective 

Order of the Elks, the Rotary Club, the Ottumwa Country Club, and the Ottumwa Community 

Chest. Along with his position in the company that bore his name, Barker was also a Director of 

the Union Bank and Trust Company of Ottumwa; a member of the South Side Booster Club; a 

participant in the Wapello County Farm Bureau; a director of the National Small Businessmen’s 

Association, and the president of the Ottumwa Chamber of Commerce for the year of 1949. 

Barker was also a longtime member of the IMA.103 

 Numerous prominent Iowa businessmen were original members of the IDC. G.L. 

Weissenburger was the president of Keokuk Electro-Motors, located in Keokuk, Iowa, a 

company that manufactured pig iron and had over two thousand employees by 1943.104 Arthur 

Poe was a plant manager at the Quaker Oats Company in Cedar Rapids and a President of the 

Cedar Rapids Chamber of Commerce.105  Harlan Girton was the president and general manager 

of the Northwestern Distribution Co. and a board member of the First National Bank of Mason 

City, Iowa.106 Malcolm Lomas, of Red Oak, Iowa, managed the Thomas D. Murphy Art 
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Calendar Company.107 Joining them on the commission was William Yungclas, two state 

senators and two state representatives.108  

 In the immediate postwar period, Iowa’s businessmen found their political position 

strengthened by the presence of a friendly Republican administration. While in power during the 

worst years of the Depression, the Democratic Party did not have firm roots within the state 

(lacking significant party presence in many rural counties).109 By the late 1930s, Republican 

dominance had been reestablished with little residual evidence of Democratic incursions.110 As 

one historian of state politics argued, Iowa at mid century was a “modified one-party state.” 

While lacking southerners’ legal barriers to party competition, Iowa’s Republicans dominated 

state offices, with conflicts continuing to take place within the institutional framework of the 

GOP. As is true of most one-party systems, interest groups exercised disproportionate power.111  

 Elected in 1944, Governor Robert Blue was the epitome of what was known as the 

Republican “Old Guard.” Blue was a cheerleader for the pro-business, anti-union, minimal 

spending policies of past figures like Calvin Coolidge. The Old Guard stood in contrast to 

“modern Republicans,” like Thomas Dewey, who attempted to accommodate the ideals and 
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institutions of the New Deal.112 At the heart of Blue’s Old Guard philosophy was an unabashed 

support of business. In an article titled “We Welcome Industry In Iowa,” Blue explained that, “In 

Iowa we believe in free enterprise.” Blue argued that it was not only the goal of the “average 

Iowan” to ensure “every industrialist’s success” in his state, but it was also the “philosophy and 

attitude of Iowa’s legislature.” Speaking for the Iowa Development Commission, Blue expressed 

confidence that “new industry will not come to this state unless existing industry prospers,” 

while giving his own personal guarantee that Iowa’s government was “helpful to manufacturers” 

and had a “deep respect for a successful industrialist.”113  

 Blue expressed utter disgust for industrial unions and their New Deal allies. In one 

speech, Blue argued that the “major responsibility for the confused state of industrial relations 

today rests squarely upon the Democrat Administration.” Blue chided “New Dealers” and their 

“Leftist political allies” who “have encouraged and incited strife between not only labor and 

management, but between unions.” Blue placed responsibility for these conditions on the “pro-

CIO bias of the Administration,” which resulted in an unholy political alliance where laborites 

received concessions in return for “political support.”114  

 Under Blue’s stewardship, the Iowa Development Commission came into being at the 

end of World War II. The adoption of industrial development by Iowa’s Republican “Old Guard” 

can only be understood within the context of the state’s changing agricultural economy. At the 
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exact same moment that Blue was leading the charge for industrial development, he was 

commissioning reports on population loss and agricultural job decline. In November of 1945, 

Blue directed Professor Ray Wakeley of Iowa State University to produce a study on population 

trends and their implications for the state’s future. A letter sent by Professor William Murray to 

the college’s president, Dr. Charles E. Friley, laid out the report’s central findings: the “Iowa 

farm population” was “decreasing slowly,” and the state needed more “business and industrial 

development.”115 The report itself noted the “increased migration out of Iowa…takes place in 

response to greater social and economic opportunities in other states.” The primary source of this 

outmigration was clearly “[t]the farm population of Iowa,” which had “declined slowly but with 

increasing rapidity from 1920 to the present [1945].”116 At every opportunity, Blue took credit 

for industrial development initiatives, bragging that, “Iowa has not only become the greatest 

agricultural state,” but was in the process of “becoming more and more of a great industrial 

state.”117 For the Republican “Old Guard,” industrialization would hopefully create an era of 

prosperity, ensuring allegiance to the current leadership.  

 Old Guard politicians and state businessmen assumed that traditional economic policies 

would lead to industrialization. Balanced budgets, limited spending, minimal taxation, anti-union 

measures, and fiscal conservatism would encourage local industry to grow and outside industry 

to relocate to Iowa. In one of the IDC’s earliest pamphlets, titled “What G.I. Joe Heard About 
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Iowa,” conservative fiscal principles took center stage. “Usually Republican, Iowa’s government 

is considered as being sound, conservative, and forward looking,” whose “financial situation” 

was “excellent” due to recent cuts in income tax, the lack of “bonded indebtedness,” and a 

“healthy financial condition.” Old Guard policies would ensure industrial development by 

reassuring the nation’s businessmen that “[a] successful industrialist is still respected in Iowa.”118 

Republicans embraced these policies, which obviously benefited Iowa’s manufacturers, hoping 

that they would produce new industrial jobs and therefore guarantee the Old Guard’s future.  

 To gain greater support for their agenda, the IMA also formed an alliance with the Iowa 

Farm Bureau Federation (IFBF). The representative of the state’s business minded farmers, the 

Farm Bureau saw eye-to-eye with manufacturers on many issues. They agreed on the need for 

limited taxation, anti-union legislation, minimal government regulation, and various other 

economic policies.119 This political marriage between industrialists and farm interests was 

consummated in February of 1950, when it was announced that Harry Linn, Iowa’s Secretary of 

Agriculture, would become the manager of the Iowa Manufacturers Association. Officials argued 

that Linn’s hiring was “cementing the long existing friendship between industry and 

agriculture.”120 Industrialists went to great lengths to incorporate agricultural interests into its 

industrial project.  
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  It was this compact that explains why Iowa’s industrial boosters promoted farm-oriented, 

small industrial enterprises for the state’s rural and small-town communities throughout the 

1940s. These industries would not only help to solve the rural job crisis brought on by farm 

modernization, but they would create greater demand for the state’s agricultural producers. When 

Harry Linn assumed a top position with the IMA, the organization’s news bulletin proclaimed 

that this “will serve to bringing a closer relationship between the producer and processor or 

manufacturer.”121 Likewise, small farm oriented industries would not challenge large landholders 

for cheap labor. These imperatives were clear from the beginning of the state’s industrial drive 

during World War II. As summarized in the minutes of the Iowa Industrial and Defense 

Commission meeting, Vice Chairman of the Iowa Farm Bureau, Allen Klein, speaking for 

“agricultural interests,” wanted to insure “there will be no shortage or surplus labor” when 

“consider[ing] the location of industries.” Though claiming he had smaller communities’ 

interests at heart, Klein argued that “[l]arger industries must be located near larger communities” 

and that “new plants will require” a “proper relation to agriculture.”122    

 An alliance with Iowa’s powerful farm interests was a savvy move for Iowa’s 

industrialists. While the IMA and other business organizations commanded significant economic 

resources and political influence, they did not have a mass following.123 Not only was the Farm 

Bureau the most connected and politically active organization in the state, it commanded over a 
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hundred thousand members.124 Farmers dominated the state legislature. Because of Iowa’s 

malapportioned system, which guaranteed all ninety-nine of the state’s counties one 

representative in the lower house of the state legislature, rural areas were significantly 

overrepresented. This gave the Farm Bureau a huge advantage, since it could control the “county 

courthouse” rings of local elites who nominated candidates within the lower rungs of the GOP.125  

 The political alliance between big business and big agriculture proved durable in the first 

major conflict of the postwar era. Threatened by the growing power of organized labor, the IMA 

and IFBF worked with the Republican Old Guard to halt union growth by passing a “right-to-

work” law and an anti-secondary boycott law.126 Following the model of various states 

throughout the South and West, the IMA aimed to curtail union power by passing legislation that 

would essentially put an end to both the closed and union shop in their state.127 The right-to-work 

law threatened to do away with many of the most significant gains made by organized labor. 

Though brought before the legislature in 1947, Iowa started the process prior to the passage of 

the Taft-Hartley Act, the federal legislation which would not only made the closed shop illegal, 

but also allowed states to eliminate union shops if they chose to pass right-to-work laws.128  
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 Labor groups mobilized to protest these measures after both the right-to-work and anti-

secondary boycotts bills sailed through the Iowa Senate by mid April 1947. Representatives of 

the state Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) and the Iowa State Federation of Labor (an 

AFL affiliate) organized a one day work stoppage for April 21 to persuade members of the 

Iowa’s House of Representatives to reject these measures. A.A. Couch, president of the Iowa 

State Federation of Labor, argued that the “legislation is being jammed down our throats and we 

as good citizens resent it.”129 Labor officials were galled by Blue’s support of these measures.  

 The conflict reached a climax when Governor Blue faced off with union members on the 

steps of the state capitol building in Des Moines. On April 21, a crowd of roughly 12,000 union 

members and their allies descended on Capitol Hill just hours before the Iowa House was to 

begin its deliberations. Governor Blue accepted the protestors’ invitation to speak and addressed 

the crowd. “Your legislature never has been…and never will be, a rubber stamp for…any 

pressure group,” he argued. Blue received loud boos when he attempted to assure the crowd that 

his administration was not “unfriendly to the laboring man.” But he stuck to his guns, asserting 

the right of all Iowans to the “freedom to work” without union membership. “Impressive as this 

throng gathered here is,” he said, “it is infinitesimal as compared to the two and a half million 

men, women, and children who make up the great state of Iowa.” The job of the governor and 

state legislature was to do “the greatest good for the greatest number.”130 Blue refused to concede 

any ground on the union shop or anti-secondary boycott issues. 

 Members of the business community and industrial development boosters (who were 

almost always one and the same) supported Blue’s position. The superintendent of Iowa’s 
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Department of Banking wrote to tell Blue that he had done “splendidly in your reply to the 

people who gathered at the statehouse,” and that most farmers he spoke with approved of his 

speech.131 State industrialists also expressed appreciation to Blue, with one manufacturer telling 

the Governor that he “admire[d] your courage and sincerity in connection with the recent ‘Right 

to Work’ legislation.”132 Similar letters flooded in from representatives of the real estate and 

insurance industries, hardware retailers, and others.133 R.E. White wrote to Governor Blue on 

April 23, 1947 to inform him that he and Seth Barker (IDC chairman) had been discussing “the 

favorable comments we have heard about the manner in which you handled the situation.”134  

 This was hardly surprising. The business officials who controlled the IDC were 

strenuously opposed to organized labor. At one point, Governor Robert Blue had contacted Seth 

Barker in regards to the appointment of a “laboring man” to the commission. Barker, a 

businessman and member of the IMA, implored the governor to reconsider. “I have read the law 

and don’t see anything in it that compels you to put a laboring man on the Commission,” Barker 

argued. “I know it might be politics, but…how many of those votes are we going to get. It is the 
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[right-to-work and anti-secondary boycott] labor laws that are going to bring industry to Iowa” 

and there “is a lot of argument…that will have to be eliminated if a labor man is appointed.”135  

  A variety of arguments were offered to justify these anti-union measures. Some retreated 

into abstract principle, referring to the closed shop as “un-American,”136 while others launched 

bombastic attacks on the “labor union dictatorship” whose “union bosses” practiced “many 

forms of extortion” while under “flagrant gangster control.”137 But others offered a more subtle 

argument. Many businessmen and sympathizers framed their opposition in regards to industrial 

development. “Let’s make Iowa an industrial community as well as an agricultural community” 

by “encourag[ing] industries to come in here and not discourage them by this one sided union 

thing,” wrote R.R. Englehart, President of the Sieg Company.138 V.E. Gifford of Waterloo, Iowa 

wrote to Governor Blue, explaining that, “It seems to me industrial plants can be attracted to 

Iowa by correcting labor abuses.”139  

 Backed by the IFBF and IMA, the right-to-work and anti-secondary boycott bills easily 

passed in a state legislature composed largely of Republicans.140 Despite this early victory, the 
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Old Guard-Farm Bureau-manufacturer coalition soon fell apart. Though the IMA and IFBF 

would continue to maintain a fruitful political partnership, the Farm Bureau had a falling out 

with the leader of the Old Guard Republicans, Governor Robert Blue. The problem was this: the 

Farm Bureau demanded the improvement of Iowa’s farm-to-market road system, but refused to 

accept any increase in property taxes in order to fund the project. As a strict fiscal conservative, 

Blue refused to fund infrastructural programs without a clear source of revenue to pay for them. 

Unwilling to compromise on this issue, Blue saw the Farm Bureau throw its political support to 

his modern Republican rival, William Beardsley, during the 1948 GOP primary.141  

 Blue also managed to infuriate representatives of the state’s educational system for 

similar reasons, failing to fund improvements in public education that conflicted with his 

dedication to limited state indebtedness. Joining these interest groups were the forces of 

organized labor, still fuming over Blue’s support of the right-to-work law. The political weight 

of these three groups managed to swing the nomination for Beardsley, who called for more 

public spending on infrastructure and education, along with a softer stance on organized labor.142  

 In the election of 1948, William Beardsley won easily on the Republican ticket, at the 

same time that Harry Truman carried Iowa for the Democratic Party. These contradictory 

electoral results highlighted political developments that would reshape Iowa politics in the years 

to come. While Beardsley’s brand of modern Republicanism managed to unite nearly all of the 

state’s interest groups behind his leadership, Truman’s victory augured the ultimate death of this 

political consensus. Truman carried the state by winning the votes of two important social 

groups, urban voters and farmers. In cities of 50,000 and over, Truman won nearly 58% of the 
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vote, while cities between 25,000-50,000 gave over 54% to him. In Des Moines, over 55% of the 

voters in the state’s largest city went for Truman. At the same time, farm townships gave Truman 

a remarkable 54% of the vote. Concerned about the decline in agricultural prices, farmers were 

willing to offer their support to the Democratic Party that favored price support programs.143  

  In Truman’s victory lay a political trend that would give rise to a reinvigorated 

Democratic Party within Iowa. By 1948, the growth of organized labor and rapid urbanization 

within Iowa had helped to produce a substantial Democratic voting bloc within the state’s largest 

industrial centers, such as Des Moines and Cedar Rapids. The introduction of new industries into 

Iowa’s few urban centers during World War II and the immediate postwar period increased 

urban voting power and organized labor’s numerical strength. In the 1950s, Iowa’s Federation of 

Labor (a state branch of the AFL) had somewhere between 60,000 and 75,000 members, while 

the Congress of Industrial Organizations could claim roughly 40,000 dues paying laborers.144 

Under the leadership of organized labor, urban voters helped to establish a mini-New Deal 

coalition within the state. Ordinary farmers oscillated wildly throughout the decade, supporting 

politicians based on commodity support levels and crop prices—voting against those politicians 

foolish enough to challenge price support programs or unlucky enough to be in office when the 

farm economy soured.145 However, these developments lay in the future.  

 The defeat of Governor Robert Blue suggested that the economic orthodoxy of Old 

Guard Republicans was outmoded. As one scholar has noted, Blue’s defeat was due to the fact 

that his Old Guard contingent “considered cutting expenditures and reducing taxes more 
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important than meeting new educational demands.”146 With their traditional Old Guard allies out 

of power, Iowa’s businessmen were forced to fight for their political standing within the 

Republican Party. Under this umbrella they found traditional allies, such as the Farm Bureau, but 

also lifelong enemies, including Iowa’s various labor unions. Business leaders responded to this 

situation in the same manner as their Arkansas brethren, by reaching out to the grassroots, 

attempting to build a collective investment in industrial development and business politics.  
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Chapter 4: “It is the Dream and Ambition of Every Small Town to Become an 
Industrial Center”: Small-Town Business Politics in the American Heartland 

 
 As of 1948, traditional regional barriers divided the white Protestants of America’s rural 

heartland. Rural and small-town southern Iowans maintained their historical allegiance to the 

party of Lincoln. Though many farmers had jumped ship and voted for Harry Truman, the small-

town electorate continued to choose Republicans at all levels. Like the rest of the Solid South, 

northern Arkansans voted for Democratic candidates across the board in 1948. In neither region 

did industrial development seem to bear heavily on 1940s voting patterns. In general, northern 

Arkansans and southern Iowans continued to vote as they had for decades.  

 Starting in the late 1940s, small-town business leaders shifted their attention away from 

farm/natural resource development towards outside industry and corporate investment. In 

northern Arkansas and southern Iowa, the demands placed on local communities in pursuit of 

new industry produced a political realignment. Small-town business leaders in both areas 

constructed almost identical political visions geared towards industrial development. In 1952, 

voters in America’s rural heartland expressed their newfound political sensibilities by uniting 

behind the “modern” Republican Dwight Eisenhower. In northern Arkansas, this represented a 

fundamental break with a longstanding Democratic tradition. For southern Iowans, Eisenhower’s 

election signaled a subtle move away from older GOP orthodoxies in favor of new Republican 

ideas. Though it would take longer for small-town business politics to produce a full-fledged 

Republican takeover at the state and local levels, a fundamental shift was underway.  

 
Community Development, Capital Mobility, and The Making of the Small-Town Business Class 

 In the wake of major political setbacks in 1948, the Iowa Development Commission and 

Arkansas Economic Council-State Chamber of Commerce looked to cultivate grassroots political 
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support. They found willing allies in the rural and small-town businessmen of southern Iowa and 

northern Arkansas. Desperate to end the rural crisis, small-town businessmen welcomed 

industrial promoters into their communities. Throughout the 1950s, industrial programs 

proliferated throughout America’s rural heartland. As the Baxter Bulletin argued in 1954, “It is 

the dream and ambition of every small town to become an industrial center [italics added]. 

Practically every Chamber of commerce has an industrial committee charged with…looking for 

new industry and new payrolls. Go into practically any town and ask the first man you see what 

his town needs most and chances are that he will say ‘more industry.’” 1 

 In 1948, C. Hamilton Moses and the AECSCC launched the Arkansas Community 

Development Clinic Program. Later, the program would take on the more folksy title “Build 

Your Hometown Community Clinic.” Proclaimed by one observer to be a “joint enterprise of 

private industry, business associations and state government,” the clinic program was overseen 

by the AECSCC, the Arkansas Power and Light Company, and the Arkansas Resources and 

Development Commission.2 The clinic model was straightforward. Representatives from the 

above mentioned organizations would travel to communities throughout Arkansas and convene a 

town hall meeting, where locals would list potential civic improvements. Clinic coordinators 

helped towns formulate a program and provided planning experts, such as architects, engineers, 

and financial advisors, to complete necessary projects. “Improvements” included almost 

everything. Some towns planned to erect airports, hospitals, and youth centers, while others 

                                                
 1 “Small Industry is the Answer,” Baxter Bulletin, 1 July 1954.  
 
 2 Norman Kuhne, “What This Town Needs,” Nation’s Business, February 1950 (Fayetteville: University of 
Arkansas Special Collections) 1.    
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aimed for modest achievements, such as improving parks and playgrounds, “beautifying” 

highways, paving “farm-to-market” roads, or updating water and sewage systems.3 

 The goal of this program was industrial development. Arkansans recognized that 

manufacturers would not move to areas with dilapidated institutions and infrastructure. In a story 

told by one journalist, chamber of commerce officials of “several Arkansas cities [who] were 

trying to woo industries” were “told by an industrial prospect to make another call after [their] 

city had better schools, more paved streets, greater fire protection and the like.”4 For Moses, 

clinics were an almost religious experience, as described in a 1953 American Magazine article: 

…with his state’s population dwindling, Mr. Moses foresaw bad trouble for the Arkansas 
Power and Light Company…unless Arkansas snapped out of its traditionally easy-going 
often unprofitable mule-farm, cotton-and-corn economy.…Roaring from town to town at 
the head of ‘Clinic Caravans,’ speaking from stages, pulpits, and even from tree stumps, 
he exhorts the sins of slothfulness, backwardness, and complacency, depicts the glorious 
salvation which can be attained through industrialization…and most of the state is being 
magically transformed from a…slipshod farming region into an alert, ultra modern 
industrial bonanza.5 
  

Community clinics signaled the shift away from farm and natural resource oriented industries.  

 Community development clinics privileged capital mobility and the acquisition of outside 

firms over the promotion of small, local industries that used domestic raw materials. As Moses 

told one small-town audience, “About a month ago a big man from New England came into a 

town about the size of yours. He was looking for a suitable place to establish a factory. He took 

one look at the dirty streets, shabby store fronts, cobwebs in the windows, run-down schools, and 

he ran like a scared rabbit.” At one point, a local observer asked Moses what the development 

clinic would “get us?” I will tell you “exactly what it will get you,” Moses responded, which was 

                                                
 3 Norman Kuhne, “What This Town Needs,” Nation’s Business, February 1950 (Fayetteville: University of 
Arkansas Special Collections). 
 
 4 Ibid..,3. 
 
 5 Steve King, “Arkansas Hits the Glory Trail,” The American Magazine, July 1953, Vol. CLVI No. 1, 30.   
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“a chance to attract a big industry.”6 Though natural resource and farm oriented industries 

maintained a place within Arkansas’s state program, they were overshadowed by a new emphasis 

on outside firms. When the state legislature replaced the Arkansas Resources and Development 

Commission with the Arkansas Industrial Development Commission in 1955, the name change 

spoke volumes.  

 There were practical and political reasons for turning away from natural resource based 

development. In September of 1950, the Swift & Company, Dairy and Poultry Plant announced 

it would cease operations in Centerville, Iowa. A small plant with only 73 workers, the closing 

highlighted a major weakness in the natural resource development model. While the plant’s 

proximity to agriculture had allowed “easy access for farmers to bring their produce into town 

every market day,” the expansion of the nation’s road networks undercut this rational since 

“longer distances can be traveled in less time.”7 The Centerville Iowegian conceded that efforts 

to lure farm centered industry and “boost agricultural income through specialized farming” had 

not yielded expected results. “[T]he broiler and dairy efforts are not immediately spectacular.”8 

Recent scholarship has corroborated these observations, as two sociologists argued about the 

1940s, “creameries, canneries, and small meat lockers that processed and stored animals closed 

across the rural Midwest.”9 

 The formation of the clinic program coincided with the political upheavals of 1948. The 

program was inaugurated in early 1948 around the time Truman announced his support of civil 

                                                
 6 Ibid., 82.   
 
 7 “Swift Plant Here to Close in Near Future,” Centerville Iowegian 11 September 1950. 
 
 8 Robert Beck, “Plenty of Fighting Spirit Left in City,” Centerville Iowegian, 14 September 1950.  
 
 9 Cornelia Butler Flora and Jan L. Flora, “Midwestern Rural Communities in the Post-World War II Era to 
2000,” The Rural Midwest Since World War II, ed. J.L. Anderson (DeKalb: Northern Iowa Press, 2014), 105.  
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rights. As the Dixiecrat revolt convulsed Arkansas, Moses and his compatriots expanded the 

clinic program to cities, towns, and hamlets throughout the state.10 After the election of 1948, 

clinics gained even greater importance. Eastern Arkansas planters and the Black Belt elite had 

discredited themselves by championing the Dixiecrat cause. Robbed of their conservative allies, 

Moses’s coterie looked to build support among local communities. The severing of their compact 

with large farmers also freed industrial promoters to pursue factories from outside. No longer 

forced to mold their program to agriculture, industrial hunters could now stalk bigger game.11  

 A similar process was underway in Iowa following the defeat of the business friendly 

governor Robert Blue. The agribusiness-industrialist coalition had been weakened by the Farm 

Bureau’s abandonment of Blue. Business leaders could no longer rely on the Farm Bureau and 

its bloc of voters. Farmers generally had proven unreliable, as one Iowa newspaper noted, “It 

was the labor-farmer combination that gave Mr. Truman his 1948 victory.”12  

 Starting in 1948, the Iowa Development Commission strengthened its connection to local 

communities. In March of 1948, Seth Barker, the director of the IDC, announced the hiring of 

Julius Jensen, who served as the organization’s first industrial field representative.13 Though 

documentation on Jensen’s activities is sparse, in future years the field representative would 

                                                
 10 Norman Kuhne, “What This Town Needs,” 4. 
 
 11 1948 can be seen as a pivotal moment in the disintegration of the South’s traditional low wage economy, 
and the triumph of a new capital friendly ethos. As Gavin Wright has written, what defined the postwar period was 
the “acquiescent silence of the voices of low-wage isolation whose economic future had been undercut in the 
1930s,” (233) including a “coalition” of “planters,” “lumber and sawmill operators,” “textile millowners, and other 
southern employers” (259). The presidential election of 1948 can be viewed as the political expression of this 
economic shift, a last gasp by conservative economic elites to protect their dying way of life. Old South, New South: 
Revolutions in the Southern Economy Since the Civil War (New York: Basic Books, Inc. 1986). 
 
 12 Robert Beck, Editorial Ramblings, Centerville Iowegian, 5 July 1949. 
 
 13 “Minutes of the March 11, 1948 Meeting of the Iowa Development Commission,” Economic 
Development Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1948 (Des 
Moines: State Historical Society of Iowa).  
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work with towns hoping to acquire factories. Later that year, Malcolm Lomas, a representative of 

both the development commission and the Iowa Manufacturers Association, announced for the 

first time that the organization would sponsor an industrial clinic. The plan was to run a test 

clinic in “some Iowa town” and then hold meetings throughout the state.14  

 After Robert Blue’s ousting in 1948, state businessmen threw their support to a statewide 

community improvement campaign. In 1950, the Iowa Council for Community Improvement 

was formed “to stimulate throughout Iowa community initiative and self-reliance by 

promoting…participation in community programs.”15 Several representatives of the state’s 

business community, including Harry Linn of the IMA, sat on the council’s executive 

committee.16 Referencing Arkansas’s example, Bernard Gussett, an executive for the Iowa 

Power and Light Company, solicited the IDC’s participation in a “program of community 

development to be sponsored by utility companies, which would have as its principal objective, 

promotion of new industry in the state.” IDC members agreed to back the initiative.17   

 While clinics came to Ozarkers, Iowans traveled to the clinics. Starting in 1955, the IDC 

hosted an annual Iowa Industrial Development Clinic. As one business periodical explained, 

“industry today is putting community characteristics high up on its list of site factors.” “Iowans 

                                                
 14 “Minutes of the April 2, 1948 Meeting of the Iowa Development Commission,” Economic Development 
Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1948 (Des Moines: State 
Historical Society of Iowa). 
 
 15 Iowa Community Life: Bulletin of the Iowa Council of Community Improvement, Vol 1. No. 1, Ames, 
Iowa, February, 1951. Iowa Manufacturers Newsbulletin Box 2, MsC 245, (Iowa City: University of Iowa Special 
Collections). 
 
 16 “This is the ICCI,” 2, Iowa Community Life: Bulletin of the Iowa Council of Community Improvement, 
Buletin No. 2, Ames, Iowa, April 1, 1953, Iowa Manufacturers Newsbulletin Box 2, MsC 245 (Iowa City: 
University of Iowa Special Collections).   
 
 17 “Minutes of the May 18, 1951 Meeting of the Iowa Development Commission,” Economic Development 
Collection: Commission Minutes and Related Materials, 1940-1954, Box 1, Folder: 1951 (Des Moines: State 
Historical Society of Iowa). 
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are well-advised…to base their development efforts on community improvement and action at 

the local level.” Development clinics were popular with smaller communities. With only 900 

residents, the town of North English sent 38 delegates to the annual clinic in 1959. Typical 

projects undertaken by the town of Cherokee included building a youth center and public 

swimming pool, expanding local school facilities, and tidying up neighborhood store fronts.18  

 Community development caught on in the small towns of northern Arkansas and southern 

Iowa. By the early 1950s, southern Iowa’s business leaders were traveling to meetings and 

conventions hosted by corporate executives and development professionals. In May of 1951, 

Centerville sent the secretary of its Association of Commerce to Sioux City to attend a meeting 

led by Julius Jensen of the IDC and other business officials.19 A few months later, Centerville 

sent three men to the Mid-Continent Development Council convention.”20 Throughout the late 

1940s and early 1950s, Centerville’s business community spearheaded a major road 

improvement program. As will be discussed later, the program generated a great deal of local 

controversy, but after a “long and protracted fight” construction was scheduled to begin in July 

of 1949.21 By October of 1951, local boosters were pressing for further improvements to local 

thoroughfares.22 In 1950, Centerville granted a “natural gas franchise” to the Iowa Southern 

                                                
 18 “Iowa Where Farm and Factories Share in Progress…” Industrial Development, April 1959, 21, Iowa 
Governor’s Office Collection, Annual Reports by State Agencies, 1956-1961, Box 306 (Des Moines: State 
Historical Society of Iowa). 
 
 19 “Dick Johnston at 3 Day Meet,” Centerville Iowegian, 24 May 1951. 
 
 20 “Local Men to Industry Meet,” Centerville Iowegian, 25 September 1951. 
 
 21 Robert Beck, Editorial Ramblings, Centerville Iowegian 2 July 1949. 
 
 22 “Consider New Improvements,” Centerville Iowegian, 27 October 1951.  
 



 138 

Utilities Company to install lines throughout the city. The Centerville Iowegian lauded this “new 

source of power,” which “puts the city in a better position to welcome outside industries.”23  

 In September of 1948, Mountain Home hosted northern Arkansas’s first development 

clinic.24 I.J. Steed, an AECSCC and ARDC official, worked with the Mountain Home Rotary 

Club and Chamber of Commerce. Steed said that, “you must plan your community or lose it.”25 

Steed’s final report placed emphasis on building a unified town sewer system, which represented 

“an economic ‘must’ if Mountain Home expects to attract industry.” The report urged residents 

to foster tourism and make a close “study of raw materials, available materials, available labor, 

transportation facilities, and other factors” to provide manufacturers with information.26   

 Local communities registered the new focus on outside industry. In January of 1949, the 

Baxter Bulletin reported that an iron-smelting factory was considering moving into the region. 

This represented the “first tangible evidence that large industries of the midwest and east…might 

be interested in branching out into the Ozark mountain region of North Arkansas.”27 In an 

editorial titled, “Appreciate ‘Outside Capital,’” the Boone County Headlight chided local 

residents who held negative views of “outside investors.”28 Boosters in southern Iowa attempted 

to attract branch plants from nearby urban industrial centers. In March of 1953, Centerville 

businessmen traveled to Chicago to convince industrialists to relocate to southern Iowa. Officials 

met with a prospective manufacturer, whose potential branch plant dwarfed all previous 
                                                
 23  “The Year 1950 Passes in Review,” Centerville Iowegian 1 January 1951. 
 
 24 “Community Clinics Here to Study Civic Problems and Offer Long-Range Program,” Baxter Bulletin, 17 
September 1948.  
 
 25 “Outlines Factors Needed for Civic Development,” Baxter Bulletin, 24 September 1948.   
 
 26 “Progressive community Planning,” Baxter Bulletin, 22 October 1948.  
 
 27 “Planning for Industry,” Baxter Bulletin, 27 January 1949.   
 
 28 “Appreciate ‘Outside Capital,” Boone County Headlight, 27 July 1950.   
 



 139 

acquisitions, promising to create 300 jobs with a million dollar annual payroll. Apparently, 

outside corporations offered loftier gains than small, farm centered industries.29  

 At first, small-town business leaders acted cautiously when pursuing outside 

manufacturers, often choosing to woo smaller companies that required only minimal economic 

incentives. On December 2nd 1952, the Mountain Home Chamber of Commerce met with the 

heads of the Indiana based Abatex Dress Manufacturing Company. The corporation was 

considering a move to the town and promised to bring a factory, as Chamber records reported, 

that “would employ 25 ladies at the start, paying 60 centers [sic] per hour for the first 8 weeks 

then 65 centers [sic] for four weeks and then 75 cents per hour.” In order to convince the firm to 

relocate to Mountain Home, the chamber offered to secure a building, previously inhabited by a 

floor covering company, which had come available. The chamber agreed to pay the first year’s 

rent on the building at a rate of $50 per month, and cover the costs of transporting machinery to 

Mountain Home.30 The next month, the Chamber announced that it would cost $835 to transport 

the plant’s machinery and pay the first year’s rent on the factory building.31 In December of 

1953, the chamber voted to pay the remaining $300 owed in rent out of the organization’s 

general funds. The Chamber reported that the Abatex Dress Company was then employing 23 

women with a payroll of $1,300 every two weeks.32  

                                                
 29 “Check on New Plant,” Centerville Iowegian, 20 March 1953.   
 
 30 Mountain Home Chamber of Commerce Meeting, December 2, 1952, Mountain Home Chamber of 
Commerce, Chamber Minutes, 1951-1960 Folder (Mountain Home: Baxter County Historical and Genealogical 
Society Holdings). See also, “Dress Factory is in Production,” Baxter Bulletin, 9 July 1953.  
 
 31 Mountain Home Chamber of Commerce Meeting, January 6, 1953, Mountain Home Chamber of 
Commerce, Chamber Minutes, 1951-1960 Folder (Mountain Home: Baxter County Historical and Genealogical 
Society Holdings). 
 
 32  Mountain Home Chamber of Commerce Meeting, December 29, 1953 Mountain Home Chamber of 
Commerce, Chamber Minutes, 1951-1960 Folder (Mountain Home: Baxter County Historical and Genealogical 
Society Holdings). 
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 The widespread organization of industrial development corporations signaled rural 

America’s embrace of capital mobility. In May of 1952, Centerville’s Association of Commerce 

met to discuss creating an “industrial corporation.” The “idea behind” the organization was “to 

have funds ready to erect an industrial building, or to actually build a building and then seek a 

prospect.”33 Though Centerville’s businessmen had drawn up articles of incorporation as early as 

1948, they did not get the ball rolling until July of 1952, when the Association of Commerce’s 

Board of Directors voted to create a “permanent organization.” 34 On August 9, 1952, the 

Iowegian was proclaiming the dawn of a “new industrial era” as temporary officers were named 

to head the corporation and a campaign launched to raise $100,000.35 Three days later, the 

Iowegian published the articles of incorporation for what was to be named Centerville Industries, 

Inc. The charter granted the corporation power “to borrow and lend money, to construct 

buildings and acquire property of any kind and use or dispose thereof by leasing, sale or in any 

other manner, to invest in industrial or business organizations of any and every kind.”36 In mid 

1953, the industrial corporation proposed supplying the Sylvania Electric Products Company 

with an industrial building.37   

 Development corporations highlighted the emergent competition to “attract industries” 

not with raw materials, but by offering economic incentives, community amenities, and 

industrial subsidies. As a member of the Centerville Association of Commerce argued, “If we are 
                                                
 33  “Call for Establishment of New Industrial Corporation Plan,” Centerville Iowegian, 9 May 1952. 
 
 34 “An Important Monday Night Meeting: Take Steps to Form Local Industrial Corporation Plan,” 
Centerville Iowegian, 22 July 1952. 
 
 35 “Officers Chosen for Industrial Corporation,” Centerville Iowegian, 8 August 1952.   
 
 36 “Centerville Industrial Corporation and Its Articles of Incorporation,” Centerville Iowegian, 12 August 
1952. 
 
 37 “Form Industrial Plant Incorporation Here,” Centerville Iowegian, 23 April 1953; ’“Welcome Sylvania,” 
Centerville Iowegian, 7 August 1953.  
 



 141 

really serious about securing industries for Centerville, we must be prepared to offer something 

to a prospective plant.”38 Centerville was not unique. As early as April of 1949, the “city dads” 

of the northern Arkansas town of Harrison had “got their heads together and formed the Harrison 

Industrial Corporation” to help create new manufacturing jobs.39 Industrial corporations signaled 

not only the growing emphasis on capital mobility, but also the consolidation of a small-town 

business class.  

 During the late 1940s and early 1950s, the small-town business class united to meet the 

new demands of capital mobility and corporate relocation. The widespread adoption of industrial 

development corporations in the 1950s served as a marker of the business class’s maturation.40 

Baxter County’s industrial development cohort was representative of northern Arkansas as a 

whole. In July of 1955, residents organized the Baxter County Development Corporation 

(BCDC).41 The next month, BCDC officials led a delegation of Mountain Home boosters to meet 

with officials from the Hayes Brother Floor Company to convince them to locate a $200,000 

factory in their town. The Baxter Bulletin listed among the delegation BCDC president J. D. 

Dryer Jr., vice president Harmon Keeter, director Claude Hogan, and secretary-treasurer Bill 

Wiseman. BCDC officials were joined by Bill Worthen, Don Ferguson, Power Fowler, Tom 

Tinnon, Wylo Dyer, Carl Keys, Dean Curlee, and Garvin Carroll.42 

                                                
 38 “Call for Establishment of New Industrial Corporation Plan,” Centerville Iowegian, 9 May 1952. 
 
 39 “The Industrial Corporation,” Boone County Headlight, 28 April 1949.   
 
 40 Tom Dearmore, “Ozark Towns Support AIDC Industry Drive,” The Ozark Outlook Column, Baxter 
Bulletin, 24 November 1955.   
 
 41 “Officers of New Corporation Will Be Named Tuesday,” Baxter Bulletin, 28 July 1955; “Dryer, Keeter, 
Wiseman Elected to Head New Development Corporation,” 4 August 1955.   
 
 42 “Make Bid for $200,000 Manufacturing Plant Here,” Baxter Bulletin, 25 August 1955. The paper also 
mentioned a “John Wilson,” who I have not been able to locate in other local sources. I also was unable to locate 
any occupational information about Claude Hogan.   
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 Almost all of these local industrial development leaders were businessmen and 

professionals. J.D. Dryer owned a shoe sales and repair business in Mountain Home, where he 

also managed numerous rental properties. Dryer was also partners with Bill Worthen in the 

Dryer-Worthen Department Store, and had interests in a variety of “shoe and mercantile 

businesses in” several Arkansas communities.43 Harmon Keeter was the owner of a lumber 

company based in Mountain Home.44 Carl Keys owned a firm that manufactured fishing bait; 

Dean Curlee and Tom Tinnon were local lawyers; Power L. Fowler and Wylo Dyer were 

bankers; Don Ferguson was the president of the Mountain Home Chamber of Commerce; and 

Garvin Carroll was the regional manager of the Arkansas Power and Light Company.45 Other 

local businessmen, such as T.J. McCabe, worked closely with the BCDC and played a pivotal 

role in local industrialization. McCabe owned a Ford dealership—where he sold cars and 

tractors—and was involved in the real estate and insurance industries.46  

 Whether as a primary or secondary profession, Baxter County’s business leaders were 

often members of the banking community. Important development figures, such as Sam Powell, 

J.D. Dryer, Bill Wiseman, Thomas Tinnon, and Neil Nelson, were founding members of the First 

State Building and Loan Association of Mountain Home. Several industrial promoters, including 

                                                
 43 See the entry for the Dryer Family in Baxter County Historical Society, Baxter County, Arkansas: 
History and Families (Paducah: Turner Publishing Company 2003; Copyright Baxter County Historical Society), 
91-92.  
 
 44Advertisement for H.E. Keeter Lumber Company, Baxter Bulletin, 15 June 1961.  
 
 45 “Make Bid for $200,000 Manufacturing Plant Here,” Baxter Bulletin, 25 August 1955. For more on 
Garvin Carroll, Wylo Dyer, see also, Mary Ann Messick, History of Baxter County: Centennial Edition, 1873-1973, 
289, 378.  
 
 46 Messick, History of Baxter County: Centennial Edition, 415.   
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T.J. McCabe and C.N. Kent, Jr., were also officers of the First National Bank and Trust Co. in 

Mountain Home.47 Participation in banking was almost a prerequisite for industrial boosters.48 

 Southern Iowa’s industrial promoters were roughly the same. In the town of Creston, 

business leaders organized Creston Industries, Inc. in 1956.49 By January of 1958, Creston 

Industries was being led by Joseph G. Knock, president of both Creston Industries and Iowa 

State Savings Bank; Dale Boyd, owner of a construction company and vice president of Creston 

Industries; Maurice Nickel, manager of the chamber of commerce and secretary of Creston 

Industries; Kenneth Petznick, Creston Industries treasurer and owner of a local print shop. On the 

organization’s board of directors sat Robert J. Beecher, a partner in the Beechers Loans and Real 

Estate Company; Carl Gehrecke, owner of a flower shop; George W. Whitmarsh, manager of the 

Montgomery Ward department store; Elmer Dieleman, president of the Vanmark Corporation 

(manufacturer of a vegetable peeling machine); Merle Turner, district manager of the Iowa 

Southern Utilities Company; and H.C Houghton, president of the First National Bank.50 

 Small-town bankers, lumber dealers, car salesman, utilities managers, construction 

contractors, real estate agents, insurance representatives, mortgage brokers, merchants, and 

                                                
 47 Ibid., 278. Most of these figures played prominent roles in the Mar-Bax episode described in-depth in 
chapter six.  
 
 48 Cornelia Butler Flora and Jan L. Flora, “Midwestern Rural Communities in the Post-World War II Era to 
2000,” The Rural Midwest Since World War II, ed. J.L. Anderson (DeKalb: Northern Iowa Press, 2014), 107 also 
note the importance of local banking establishments in postwar economic development.   
 

49 Creston, Iowa: Plant Site Book (Creston: Union County Development Association Private Holdings), 20-
1. See also “Notice of Incorporation of Creston Industries Incorporated,” Creston News Advertiser, 8 November 
1957.  

 
 50 Leadership listed in “Creston Industries Has Annual Meet,” Creston News Advertiser 28 January 1958. 
See also, "Nickel resigns As Secretary of Creston C of C,” 7 March 1960; “Merle C. Turner New ISU Manager: 
Comes Here From Chariton,” 18 December 1956. I established professional statuses by cross referencing those 
listed in local newspaper accounts with the Union County Historical Society, Union County History (Dallas: Taylor 
Publishing Company, 1981) and Creston, Iowa, 1965 City Directory (Manitowoc: Johnson Publishing Co., 1965). 
This is not a comprehensive list since I could not successfully track down the professions of all Creston Industries 
members.  
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retailers had a vested interest in industrialization. Factories meant payrolls and new inhabitants, 

which would provide more sales for area businesses, increased deposits for local banks, and 

more clients for insurance salesmen, local newspapers, and mortgage brokers. Industry would 

benefit real estate agents and contractors by increasing construction and raising property values. 

New plants would also spur demand for electricity and water provided by utilities companies. As 

Centerville’s Robert Beck explained, “If the community prospers and advances, [business] 

people stand to gain the most and if the community deteriorates, they stand to lose the most. For 

that reason the business people like to see a community grow and to become larger since that in 

turn will mean more business potential more wealth.”51 Mountain Home and Creston were not 

unique. A survey of rural industrial programs in Iowa found, “Local leadership of...industrial 

development” was in “the hands of businessmen, bankers, or professional people.”52 

 Small-town business leaders exercised power through institutional affiliations. Robert 

Wuthnow has argued that no matter how wealthy, small-town leaders have to display civic 

involvement by attaining positions in local institutions.53 John Paul Hammerschmidt, the owner 

of a lumber company in Harrison, Arkansas, inhabited a dense institutional network, serving at 

various times as a member of the Boone County Masonic Lodge, Scimitar Shriners, Elks Order, 

American Legion, and VFW, a member of the Board of Elders and the Board of Deacons of the 

First Presbyterian Church, president of the Harrison Rotary Club, chairman of the City Planning 

Commission, a member of the board of directors of the First National Bank of Harrison and the 

Harrison Federal Savings and Loan Association, a city councilman, an official on the Harrison 
                                                
 51 Robert Beck, Editorial Ramblings, Centerville Iowegian, 28 September 1951. 
 

52 Don Kaldor and Mike Dahlke, “Industrialization Efforts and Experiences in Iowa’s Rural Communities,” 
Center for Agricultural and Rural Development Report (Ames: Iowa State University, January 1973), 4-5.  

 
 53 Robert Wuthnow, Small-Town America: Finding Community, Shaping the Future (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2013).  
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Airport Commission, and president of the Boone County Industrial Development Corporation.54 

Businessmen justified their claims to lead by demonstrating that their fate was intertwined with 

that of the community. As Robert Beck of Centerville, Iowa explained, “business and 

professional people…have the largest capital investment, the most at stake in the community.”55 

 Although a wide variety of businessmen championed rural industrial development, no 

group was more important than newspaper editors. Across America’s rural heartland, 

newspapermen like Robert Beck of the Centerville Iowegian and Tom Shiras, Tom Dearmore, 

and Pete Shiras of the Baxter Bulletin were not only participants in industrial campaigns, they 

were the public voice of the small-town business class. Their editorials promoted 

industrialization, while also helping to construct a cohesive political vision. They were creators 

of local public opinion and architects of small-town politics. Though editors did not speak for 

every member of the business community, their periodicals served as a mouthpiece for the 

group’s views. In this respect, they were more important than other professionals who were 

better represented within industrial circles. Business leaders in northern Arkansas and southern 

Iowa did not express the exact same politics. They inhabited different environments and molded 

their philosophies in contextually appropriate ways. But the universalizing nature of the rural 

crisis and the common pursuit of industrialization produced similar political visions.  

 Small-town business politics revolved around industrial development. However, local 

boosters did not parrot the chieftains who led the AECSCC and IDC. They crafted their own 

distinct political ideology that at times clashed with that of their patrons. Though local 

                                                
 54 This laundry list was repeated almost word-for-word, in various arrangements, in numerous profiles on 
Hammerschmidt: “Man of the Year…Harrison Honors Hammerschmidt,” Arkansas Outlook, June 1965, 3; 
Hammerschmidt Profile, “Meet the Candidates—GOP Presents Impressive Slate,” Arkansas Outlook, May 1966, 4. 
 
 55 Robert Beck, Editorial Ramblings, Centerville Iowegian, 28 September 1951.  
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businessmen expressed opinions on a whole range of topics, several broad areas dominated their 

thinking. First, in their campaign for community improvements, small-town business leaders 

rejected economic orthodoxy that preached minimal government expenditures and limited state 

action. Instead, they lauded the benefits of federal and state spending on development projects, 

such as roads, dams, and airports. Local elites expressed little faith in the free market, choosing 

instead to embrace rational economic planning. But they were not New Deal liberals. Small-town 

boosters argued that government spending should spur growth in the private sector. Federal and 

state funds were best used on infrastructural modernization and other improvements that would 

allow business corporations to grow. While local elites held a deep belief in economic planning, 

they wanted business leaders like themselves, not federal bureaucrats, to dominate policymaking.  

 Local businessmen believed that increased spending should be coupled with government 

reforms aimed at maximizing efficiency and eliminating waste and corruption. This pairing 

served an ideological function. Business leaders had to raise revenue to fund local improvements 

while keeping the tax burden in check. These contradictory aims reflected the realities of capital 

mobility, as corporate executives demanded low tax rates and beautified communities. Small-

town boosters believed that streamlining and consolidating the American Leviathan would 

achieve these ends, freeing up enough funds to pay for improvements without increasing taxes.   

 Small-town business leaders were realists on the issue of tax levies. They knew that the 

money for community improvements and industrial amenities had to come from somewhere. 

When the state or federal government would not foot the bill, boosters believed that property 

holders should bear the increased burden. As Elizabeth Tandy Shermer has shown, this was a 

common business maneuver in Phoenix and other Sunbelt cities.56 Local elites in northern 
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Arkansas and southern Iowa argued that property tax underassessment robbed county and 

municipal coffers of vital funds. Boosters pressed for widespread reforms that would allow 

independent professionals to reassess local property taxes, presuming that the end result would 

be a substantial increase in revenue. Conflict between local businessmen and property owners 

was common during the postwar period, as competing interest groups battled over local policy.  

 Finally, small-town boosters deployed a variety of strategies to contain organized labor. 

In northern Arkansas, small-town leaders attempted to keep unions from entering their factories 

and communities. Typical of the Solid South, unions had little presence in Arkansas, and local 

elites attempted to keep it that way. These battles became heated in the Ozarks after the CIO 

launched Operation Dixie, its southern organizing campaign. In southern Iowa, exclusion was 

not a viable option. Unions had a strong presence in neighboring industrial centers. Small-town 

business leaders aimed to control unions through an inclusive approach. While acknowledging 

that labor organizations were part of rural society, boosters attempted to use this argument to 

hem in union activism, claiming that community prosperity necessitated peaceful industrial 

relations. Factories would not come to, or stay in, areas that had labor strife. Therefore, local 

businessmen urged workers to engage in “responsible unionism” by swallowing their grievances 

for the sake of the larger community. But northern Arkansas’s and southern Iowa’s business 

communities shared a common goal, aiming to undermine unionization in order to lure capital. 

 Collectively, these various policy positions amounted to a cohesive political ideology. 

Small-town business leaders were pragmatic and flexible in outlook, exhibiting a self-described 

“middle of the road” philosophy. But their political vision was expansive. At the local, state, and 

national levels, they saw the government as an instrument of capitalist development. Local 

boosters argued that the government should operate according to the business ideals of efficiency 
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and economy, while instituting corporate style managerial techniques that emphasized 

professionalism and non-political governance. They also believed that government planning and 

spending should operate on behalf of private business interests. In their ideal world, labor unions 

would subjugate their demands to the needs of industrial development and economic growth. 

Small-town business leaders proposed to marshal the expansive powers of the American state to 

propel private economic development. Boosters saw all of this as practical measures for saving 

their communities in the midst of a ceaseless rural crisis. 

 

Ozark Business Leaders and the Solid South 

 Reflecting their pragmatic nature, northern Arkansas’s local business leaders refused to 

join the Black Belt elite on their Dixiecrat crusade. The Baxter Bulletin referred to the states 

rights’ movement as a “futile political charge,” describing the meeting of discontented southern 

Democrats in Mississippi as an “empty gesture,” which allowed “indignant orators to blow off 

steam.” But northern Arkansas’s business community maintained a cautious stance, criticizing 

Truman’s civil rights positions while casting ire on the quixotic campaign for states rights.57  

 Initially, small-town business leaders aligned themselves with C. Hamilton Moses and his 

business faction. Moses visited northern Arkansas on numerous occasions between 1945 and 

1955.58 As a result, local boosters backed Moses in his competition with the federal government 

for control of northern Arkansas’s power system. During the construction of the Bull Shoals 

Dam, the Baxter Bulletin weighed in on the “question…as to advisability of the government 
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continuing to interfere with private enterprise by operation of government owned power plants.”  

The newspaper took the side of the Arkansas Power and Light Company, supporting its proposal 

that the company be allowed to build a power plant that would direct electricity generated by the 

dam into the firm’s transmission system.59 But small-town business leaders did not always 

support Arkansas’s corporate leadership or private enterprise. Local elites embraced public 

development projects and government action whenever it served their interests.    

 Small-town business leaders believed in using state power to further economic 

development in the Ozarks, even when government intervention conflicted with individual 

corporate interests. Throughout late 1951 and early 1952, the mayor and city council of 

Mountain Home launched a campaign to purchase the Arkansas Power and Light Company’s 

electricity distribution facilities (Arkansas law allowed local municipalities to do so provided 

residents approved it via referendum). Led by Mayor Howard Dalrymple, who made a living as 

an insurance agent for the Security Life of Denver Company, local officials argued that 

municipal ownership would allow Mountain Home to purchase electricity from dams at a much 

lower rate. The town would then sell the electricity to inhabitants at the going price, generating 

revenue for the town. The project was framed as an industrialization imperative, since as one 

advertisement claimed, “Industries can be induced to come here by the city offering them power 

at rock-bottom cost. Vast civic improvements can be made, and when the system has paid for 

itself in a few years, rates here can actually be lowered within the city.”60 
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 C. Hamilton Moses and AP&L opposed the plan. Moses noted that AP&L had made 

major investments in the area (he put the number at roughly $700,000), dutifully paid local taxes, 

frequently decreased rates, and offered Mountain Home “service of the highest type.” Moses 

scolded local residents for attempting to solve their “need [for] more funds” by purchasing 

AP&L’s property against its will. Moses suggested that the firm would be willing to pay more 

taxes to help the area fund necessary improvements, but it would not allow its facilities to fall 

under municipal control. He threatened inhabitants that AP&L would legally pursue not only the 

full price of the plant, but also “a fair severance price.” He also warned that other private 

companies, including a firm that was planning to provide Mountain Home with natural gas, 

would not invest in a place with a penchant for public utilities.61  

 Ultimately, Mountain Home’s leaders were not able to convince the electorate to support 

their plan. Local voters rejected the plan to purchase AP&L power facilities by a “close margin” 

of fifty-five votes, in what was apparently a “record high vote” for a special election (330 against 

and 275 in favor). This was not surprising given the firm’s long history in northern Arkansas, 

and the fact that many AP&L officials, such as area manager Garvin Carroll, were deeply 

embedded in the community. The company was delighted, with one AP&L executive crowing 

that, “We are most grateful to the people of Mountain Home for their vote of confidence. It was 

their victory.” Licking his wounds, Mayor Dalrymple thanked the voters for the impressive 

turnout, and promised that he held “no ill will” towards his “neighbors.”62  

 Though technically a triumph for AP&L, the contest over local power typified business 

politics in northern Arkansas. Both the campaign to obtain AP&L facilities and the close vote 
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showed that small-town Ozarkers were not free market ideologues or pawns of Arkansas’s 

corporate establishment. In a turn of events, Moses’s promotion of improvement clinics and 

corporate relocation encouraged local leaders to pursue public development projects. But small-

town boosters were hardly socialistic. The goal of municipal ownership was to produce cheaper 

electrical rates that could be pitched to industry. AP&L may have felt threatened, but there was 

no larger capitalist critique. In challenging one corporation’s interests, small-town businessmen 

proposed to transform local government into a vehicle for economic development.   

 In public policy at large, small-town businessmen supported public developmental 

projects undertaken by either the state or federal government. This was especially true in regards 

to infrastructure. By and large, the rural crisis necessitated a flexible attitude in the realm of 

government expenditures. Local businessmen knew that federal funds would help solve what the 

Baxter Bulletin referred to as the “dilemma facing the governing bodies” of Arkansas, how to 

finance a “great expansion in…services” when “income is among the lowest in the nation.”63 

Historian Bruce Schulman has argued that federal dollars underwrote the postwar economic 

boom throughout the Sunbelt South. The federal government relieved the South’s financial 

straightjacket by providing resources that could be used to modernize infrastructure and social 

services.64 However, there was nothing particularly “southern” about this strategy. Small towns 

throughout America’s rural heartland pursued federal dollars as a way to solve the inherent 

tension between needing to raise funds for local improvements while keeping property and 

corporate taxes low. Local boosters gave ample support to a variety of state and federally 

sponsored development initiatives throughout the 1940s and 1950s.  
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 Small-town boosters promoted the federal government’s dam construction program. 

Northern Arkansas experienced a prolonged period of federal dam building along the White 

River during the 1940s and 1950s. The dual goals of this project were electrical power 

production and flood control. Mountain Home newspaper editor Tom Shiras championed federal 

dam building projects. Shiras visited Washington D.C. in 1940 in an effort to convince Congress 

to build hydroelectric dams along the White River. Specifically, Tom Shiras proposed the 

construction of the Norfork Dam along a tributary of the White River.65 Small-town boosters 

hoped that man-made lakes and hydropower would transform northern Arkansas, according to 

one observer, into a “great recreational and industrial empire.”66 The Norfolk Dam was 

completed in 1944.67 The Bull Shoals Dam went into construction in 1947 and was finished in 

1952.68 The Beaver Dam and Table Rock Dam were both completed in 1959.69  

 Local industrial promoters also favored government action in the development of 

northern Arkansas’s transportation network, especially the highway system. “Because the hill 

counties have always suffered from a desperate deficiency in surfaced highways and have been 

neglected in previous construction programs,” the Baxter Bulletin reported in 1947, “the people 

are watching with interest every development in the state’s road-building operation for this 

year.” Following the issuance of state highway bonds under Governor McMath, the northern 

Arkansas highway system expanded. Construction of Highway 62 was completed in 1950, 
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connecting the towns of Harrison and Mountain Home to Little Rock, Tulsa, and Kansas City. 

The construction of Highway 5 during the late 1940s linked Mountain Home to Springfield and 

St. Louis, Missouri. Ozarkers foresaw an end the “economic stalemate caused by miserable state 

roads.”70  

 As the federal government prepared to build a massive interstate highway system, 

businessmen in northern Arkansas aimed to integrate the area into the national network. 

Residents of Mountain Home, Calico Rock, and Heber Springs mobilized in 1955 to convince 

the Arkansas Highway Commission to designate northern Arkansas’s state Highway 5 as a 

“through-state federal route.” Tom Dearmore said that Highway 5 would provide a “direct 

route…to Little Rock” and represented an “excellent project for the Chamber of Commerce to 

support.”71 Though northern Arkansas would be left out of the interstate highway system 

following the passage of the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956, local boosters envisioned a 

dynamic secondary road program that would link the Ozarks to the national network through a 

series of “feeder” rural roads. As early as 1950, local boosters recognized that secondary roads 

were essential for “developers of Arkansas industries” and “investment of outside capital.”72 

Responding to these needs, President Eisenhower’s “anti-recession federal highway act” of 1958 

provided Arkansas with funds to cover “eight-ninths of the cost of secondary roads” throughout 

the state. Arkansas had to chip in $725,000 to receive $8,000,000. The Baxter Bulletin reported 
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that Ozarkers “hoped that some of this windfall from Washington will find its way into this 

section.”73  

 Roads and dams were not the only areas where local boosters solicited state and federal 

assistance. Northern Arkansans considered partnering with the federal government to build local 

airports throughout the region.74 Small-town business people welcomed federal spending on 

education. Arkansas’s educational system was infamously underfunded, especially for rural areas 

like the Ozark Mountains. Therefore, when the US Senate passed a bill appropriating funds for 

local school systems on the “basis of need,” with Arkansas receiving over $12 million, the 

Baxter Bulletin applauded the initiative, proclaiming that it would offer “beneficial funds which 

will furnish much-needed aid to the impoverished school system of Arkansas.”75 As local 

boosters embraced the ethos of community improvement and industrial development, their 

political sensibilities came to match the expansive demands of these projects.  

 Arkansas’s local business leaders displayed a similar logic in the realm of labor relations, 

opposing unionization because it conflicted with the imperatives of rural industrialization. As 

result of Arkansas’s wartime industrial gains, the town of Harrison had acquired the Oberman 

and Co. garment factory in 1944. The company, which was headquartered in Jefferson City, 

Missouri, manufactured dress pants, along with work pants and shirts for men.76  In January of 

1947, the factory relocated to a larger 26,000 square foot building within the town.77 Harrison’s 

business establishment was thrown into a panic in mid 1948 when rumors spread that Oberman 
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employees were planning to unionize. The Boone County Headlight reported an “underground 

movement” had gained traction within the plant, leading employees to “make known their 

intentions of signing with a labor union.” The union drive had been in the works for months with 

organizers handing out literature and wooing employees, although the newspaper did not name 

any specific labor organization. The Headlight argued that unionization would be disastrous for 

the community, as the company would shut down the factory, having already done so in other 

places “because of labor difficulties.” The loss of over 200 jobs and a payroll of thousands of 

dollars a month would devastate the local economy.78  

 The issue quickly receded from the pages of the town’s newspaper, suggesting that the 

union drive failed to organize the plant. But the Oberman Company was sufficiently spooked by 

the episode to “indefinitely” shut down its operations just nine months later. Although 

management cited poor sales reports and the closure of the local railroad line as the cause of the 

factory’s shutdown, the shuttering of an admittedly “profitable” plant so soon after a 

unionization scare did not seem coincidental.79   

 In an attempt to reassure the Oberman Company, local businessmen organized an 

industrial corporation in April of 1949 to raise funds for the construction of a 40,000 square foot 

factory building for the firm.80 Belying the company’s claims of an economic slowdown, the 

Oberman plant reopened less than three months later after the Harrison Chamber of Commerce’s 

industrial committee officially announced “plans for a building program to provide for additional 

space for expansion of the Oberman & Co., operation home.”81 Within days, the Harrison 
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Chamber of Commerce was selling shares in the industrial corporation to raise funds for the 

construction of the building to be located north of the firm’s current location. Oberman would 

then lease the building from the corporation for a period of ten years at the rent of $7,500 per 

year.82  By August of 1949, the Harrison Industrial Corporation had managed to raise $45,000, 

but was still “far short” of the $65,000 needed.83 Nonetheless, in October of 1949, construction 

of the factory building began, even though the industrial corporation still needed to raise more 

funds.84 In February of 1950, it was announced that the Oberman factory would begin operations 

in a few weeks, with 300 to 400 employees working at the plant.85 

 No sooner had the plant reestablished operations in Harrison than the issue of 

unionization once again arose. In December of 1950, CIO officials conducted an organizing 

drive at the Oberman Plant. In an effort to undercut unionization, plant officials offered workers 

a wage increase and access to insurance paid by the firm.86 In March of 1951, the Amalgamated 

Clothing Workers of America (a CIO affiliate) held a “mass meeting” with employees.87   

 Local businessmen waged a fierce campaign to undermine unionization. The Retail 

Merchants Association of Harrison took out a large advertisement in the town’s newspaper, 

addressed specifically “To Those Who Are Being Approached by Labor Unions.” The ad aimed 

to convince inhabitants and Oberman employees of the dangers of unionization. The Retail 
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Merchants Association pointed to Walnut Ride, a town that had lost its own garment factory 

when management decided to close operations following a successful CIO organizing campaign. 

Businessmen warned that, “It is known on the best authority that the same thing will happen if 

the union agents who have come here to organize the Oberman and Co. garment factory 

succeed.” The advertisement reminded its readers that “Industry moved south primarily to get 

away from union strife and union labor troubles,” and that the intention of “big labor Unions” 

was to “pull industry out of this state—take it back north.” The ad closed with a bottom banner 

headline that read, “KEEP THE UNIONS OUT AND KEEP THE FACTORIES HERE!”88  

 Ultimately, Harrison’s business community was unsuccessful, as workers voted 139 to 

124 in favor of unionizing under the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America.89 Nonetheless, 

this encounter tells us much about the small-town businessmen’s response to organized labor. 

Opposition to labor union in the rural northern Arkansas derived from material considerations. 

Local elites led the charge against unionization because they perceived that the loss of a factory 

would devastate their communities, along with their own economic enterprises. Boosters argued 

that rural areas could ill afford to lose their few industrial jobs.   

 Local businessmen maintained a similar logic in other labor policy fields. In August of 

1949, the United States Senate considered raising the national minimum wage to seventy-five 

cents an hour. The Baxter Bulletin lambasted the proposal, suggesting that this would force many 

local industries out of business since they could not compete with heavily capitalized northern 

factories. The newspaper viewed the proposals as merely another example of the industrial 

Northeast’s desire to maintain Arkansas’s extractive, colonial economy. More importantly, the 
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Bulletin argued that the “new wage and hour law is a blast at…industrial expansion in the 

South,” an effort on the part of labor unions and politicians to maintain the Northeast’s 

“monopoly” on manufacturing by ensuring the South could not “build itself up to…scale.” 

Small-town boosters conceived of the minimum wage not as a labor rights issue, but a political 

football in the competition for manufacturing firms.90  

 Tax policy was a central obsession of small-town business leaders. In an attempt to 

generate revenue for civic improvements and industrial amenities, local boosters attempted to 

reform local property tax structures. Their goal was to make derelict property holders 

compensate for years of underpayment by funding new improvements. The issue was this: 

Arkansas’s taxpayers had a long history of undervaluing property. Local and state officials had 

attempted to counteract property underassessment by raising rates, leading to more evasion 

followed by further rate increases. This created the artificial sense that Arkansas was a high tax 

state for manufacturing. As the Baxter Bulletin argued, “One of the first factors an industry 

planning to move to a new location wants to know is the amount of taxes it will have to pay,” but 

while the “taxes paid are low,” the “tax rate is discouraging at first glance to any new comer who 

is not familiar with the manner in which high taxes are evaded.”91  

 Underassessment also hindered local communities’ ability to raise taxes when civic 

improvements were needed. For example, Arkansas voters approved Constitutional Amendment 

No. 40 in November of 1948, which allowed local school boards to raise property taxes for the 

purpose of funding education. However, the millage rate would be based on previous property 
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assessments that were almost certainly undervalued.92 Even when locals were willing to tax 

themselves to fund educational improvements it was very difficult to actually raise the necessary 

funds. Boosters often argued that their communities were forced to rely on “state aid” because 

local taxes were simply not high enough to fund necessary public services.93 

 As a solution, small-town businessmen favored placing property assessment in the hands 

of independent professionals. Ozark business leaders supported the work of state equalization 

boards—government bodies operated by outside assessors. Equalization boards were granted the 

power to override local county assessors and raise or lower property taxes. The presumption was 

that county assessors conspired with their neighbors to undervalue local property. By putting 

independent officials in charge, the idea was that assessments would rise, allowing communities 

to raise more revenue for education and lower the tax rate.94 Small-town businessmen believed 

they could make the area more “tax friendly” for manufacturers and generate funds for 

improvements by shifting the tax burden onto prevaricating property owners.  

 Small-town businessmen’s position on property taxes carried an implicit critique of 

Arkansas’s governing system. In general, small-town business leaders wanted to streamline and 

reorganize Arkansas’s political institutions, making them less susceptible to arbitrary political 

judgments. Their goal was to make state government more standardized, efficient, and 

independent; or, as they saw it, operate according to business principles. This reformist agenda 

was tied to economic development. Capital mobility and corporate relocation necessitated 

flexible fiscal instruments, since local boosters needed to raise funds for civic improvement 

projects and tinker with the tax code in accordance with the demands of industry. Small-town 
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businessmen in northern Arkansas felt hemmed in by what the Baxter Bulletin frequently 

referred to as “outmoded” state structures.95  

 In late 1952, Mountain Home’s Chamber of Commerce initiated a public row with Baxter 

County’s justices of the peace. Part of the reactionary response to Radical Reconstruction, 

Arkansas’s 1874 constitution placed local fiscal policy in the hands of the county judge and 

justices of the peace who sat together on a quorum court. Their collective responsibilities 

included setting county tax and spending policies, managing roads, controlling public property, 

hiring employees, appointing officials to vacant positions, and setting county salaries. The 

Justice of the Peace system was part of the retrenchment policies of conservative “Redeemer” 

Democrats, an attempt to guard against future progressive tax increases.96    

 In mid November of 1952, Mountain Home’s Chamber of Commerce sent a letter to the 

city council asking them to “study means of enforcing city ordinances in a tribunal where the 

Justice of the Peace system and all its faults and abuses are avoided and eliminated.” Chamber 

officials seem to have accused the quorum court of corruption and issuing arbitrary rulings, 

characterizing the justice system as “courts of legalized robbery.” Members of the chamber of 

commerce refused the justices’ request for an apology after being summoned before the quorum 

court.97 Apparently, the justices of the peace had been accused of political bias and favoritism 

since the quorum court defensively responded that “we believe that all men should be treated 

alike” and that they were “obligated to discharge our duties without fear or favor.” Chamber 
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officials proposed replacing the quorum court with a Mountain Home municipal court system, 

which would shift power from county justices to town administrators.98 The conflict was a stand-

in for larger debates. What this dispute amounted to was a battle between business interests and 

county officials over control of local policymaking.  

 Northern Arkansas’s business community viewed the justice of the peace system and 

quorum courts as an antiquated vestige of the state’s fiscally conservative past. Small-town 

business leaders disliked the “good old boy” style of politics where individuals were chosen to 

serve as judges and justices based not on expertise or merit, but rather as a result of interpersonal 

connections. Such a system resulted in arbitrary judgments and backwards fiscal policy, which 

inhibited their reformist efforts to make northern Arkansas’s taxation and spending policies more 

in line with industrial development.99 When the mayor of Mountain Home floated a proposal to 

introduce parking meters to the town square to raise local revenue, he needed the quorum court’s 

approval. Reflecting their broad powers, local justices left it up to the county judge to decide 

how meter receipts would be divided between Mountain Home and Baxter County.100 As the 

Baxter Bulletin noted, the quorum court “is not flexible enough to meet modern-day 

requirements for administering county government.”101  

 Though seemingly local issues, the property tax and the justice of the peace controversies 

reflected northern Arkansas’s disillusionment with the Solid Democratic South. By the 1950s, 

local boosters began to recognize that Arkansas’s one-party system was inconsistent with the 
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political imperatives of economic development. Local boosters desired standardization and 

uniformity. Presumably, corporate executives would not look kindly upon local tax structures 

where rates could be raised or lowered, or fines levied, at a whim by county officials. But 

candidates in the Solid South were elected by the same “county courthouse rings” that controlled 

property tax assessment and the justices of the peace system.102 Northern Arkansas’s business 

community grew disenchanted with a one-party system that trifled with their demands.  

 Throughout the 1950s, northern Arkansas struggled to locate itself politically. Lacking 

partisan alternatives, small-town businessmen were forced to choose between Democratic 

candidates who imperfectly represented their interests. Reflecting their unique worldview, small-

town business leaders seemed ambivalent about Sidney McMath. The liberal governor’s close 

relationship with labor unions, along with his efforts to raise Arkansas’s minimum wage, clearly 

conflicted with small-town businessmen’s views.103 On the other hand, Governor McMath’s 

promotion of secondary road building throughout rural Arkansas received substantial media 

attention and generally positive publicity.104  

 However, much of this goodwill dissipated throughout the state during McMath’s second 

term when allegations surfaced of corruption and financial mismanagement in the highway 

department.105 For northern Arkansas’s business community, this represented another example of 
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political malfeasance rampant throughout the one-party system. As a result of these accusations, 

the Baxter Bulletin noted the “growing interest in a non-political highway commission,” which 

would remove control from political appointees beholden to special interests and place it in the 

hands of “able technical and professional experts.” Favoritism, inefficiency, and corruption 

wasted vital state resources and created a bad image for Arkansas in the eyes of corporate 

decision-makers. Reflecting their disenchantment with Arkansas Democracy, the Bulletin argued 

that a non-political commission was unlikely to survive in the state’s reprobate political 

culture.106 McMath’s reputation also suffered from his close affiliation with Harry Truman, 

whose unpopular stances on civil rights, labor relations, and the Korean War had crippled his 

standing in Arkansas. When McMath decided to buck state tradition and run for a third term, he 

was upset by the political unknown Francis Cherry in the 1952 Democratic primary.107  

 In many ways, Cherry seemed the ideal candidate to represent the political interests of 

northern Arkansas’s business class. Upon assuming the governorship, Cherry called for major 

political reforms in state government. As the Baxter Bulletin reported with apparent approval, 

Cherry argued that “the management or control over the $150,000,000 business of state 

government is so widely scattered and sloppily organized that much tax money is being 

wasted…and the system itself...is demoralizing on efficiency and integrity.” Cherry suggested 

that a centralized Department of Finance and Administration be created, which would take over 

duties dispersed among the State Comptroller, the Secretary of State Fiscal Control Board, and 

the State Purchasing Agent.108 Cherry also promised to reform the corruption ridden highway 
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commission and Arkansas’s system of property tax assessment. Cherry believed, as one 

biographer has argued, that the “future lay in industrialization, and he planned a determined 

program to ‘Build Arkansas’ by encouraging manufacturing firms to locate in the state.” 

“Cherry’s philosophy of fiscal efficiency and nonpolitical management,” could just as easily 

have been used to describe the political ethos of northern Arkansas’s business community.109 

Ozark businessmen supported Cherry’s reformist efforts. The Baxter Bulletin applauded Cherry 

in January of 1953 for his “determination” in addressing the “age-old stumbling block to the 

state’s advancement—the subject of property tax assessment methods.” The Bulletin expressed 

optimism that assessing property at its full value would produce revenue to improve public 

education in Arkansas.110 

 Initially, Cherry was successful in enacting his agenda. He managed to shepherd the 

department of finance and administration through the state legislature, while also initiating 

crucial reforms in the highway department.111 But in the realm of property tax assessment, 

Cherry faced intense opposition. He proposed a constitutional amendment, in the words of one 

scholar, which would “assess all property at 100 percent of market value,” while “limit[ing] the 

millage cities and counties could impose.” This achieved both major goals of industrial 

development by allowing communities to raise revenue while lowering the tax rate in the eyes of 

manufacturers. But the proposed amendment faced stiff resistance from state legislators who 

claimed it would result in a tax increase. Although Cherry succeeded in getting the amendment 
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on the ballot, intense hostility led him to ditch the measure, dooming it to failure. Property tax 

reform represented a major political defeat for Cherry and played a large part in his loss to Orval 

Faubus in the 1954 Democratic primary. 112 

 The Baxter Bulletin recognized early on that the Cherry would “meet bitter opposition in 

the legislature,” since “assessment reform” had “many times…met with failure.” Characterizing 

the governorship as a “hopeless occupation,” the Bulletin concluded that “bringing Arkansas to 

the front in vital services which count most in civilized society” would be a slow process. 113 The 

Bulletin captured a growing sense of pessimism among the business community. Even with a 

political leader who embraced their vision, local boosters realized that reform would be 

impossible in the Solid South. Northern Arkansas’s business community felt trapped within the 

state’s one-party system. As small-town boosters pursued capital mobility during the 1950s they 

came to see Democratic dominance as an obstacle to progress. In their eyes, Arkansas’s political 

structures hindered the modernization of rural infrastructure and small-town institutions. As the 

small-town business class congealed, it grew frustrated with a political system geared towards 

conservative interests and retrenchment policies.  

 Truman’s liberal shift on civil rights and labor relations during his second term also 

conflicted with the political ideology of northern Arkansas’s business leaders. The national 

Democratic Party’s alliance with organized labor generated conflict as the CIO carried out 
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Operation Dixie in the late 1940s and early 1950s.114 Northern Arkansans experienced growing 

discontent with a national party that was too liberal, and a state regime incapable of change.  

 Ozarkers started voting for the national Republican Party in 1952. Small-town business 

leaders were some of the earliest champions of Arkansas Republicanism. The lumber company 

executive John Paul Hammerschmidt became involved in Republican politics as early as 1949, 

representing Boone County as a GOP state committeeman for 14 years.115 As V.O. Key has 

shown, prominent businessmen gained control of the Republican Party machinery in numerous 

states, such as Georgia and Texas, during the postwar years.116 

 Despite a growing inclination towards the GOP, northern Arkansas’s budding 

Republicanism was constrained by the state’s one party system. Only on the presidential level 

did Ozarkers favor the Republican Party during the 1950s. In state and local elections, northern 

Arkansans continued to vote Democrat. Few could buck a Democratic Party that held a 

monopoly on state political positions. Similarly, the Arkansas Republican Party could not 

compete for state offices. Arkansas’s GOP had failed to elect a single member to congress since 

Reconstruction, and only a handful of representatives to the state legislature.117 This would all 

start to change when Orval Faubus decided to name Winthrop Rockefeller as the head of the 

newly created Arkansas Industrial Development Commission in 1955. The wealthy grandson of 

J.D. Rockefeller would build the GOP into an effective political party by embracing the same 
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moderate business ethos expressed by northern Arkansas’s leaders. This shift brought northern 

Arkansas into closer political alignment with southern Iowa and the rest of the rural heartland.  

 

Small-Town Boosters and the Rise and Fall of Modern Republicanism  

 Small-town business leaders in southern Iowa developed a political ideology that 

resembled Ozark contemporaries. Local boosters promoted industrial development as a solution 

to America’s rural crisis, and were willing to undertake a variety of measures to achieve this 

goal. However, Iowa’s partisan history and political landscape differed from that of Arkansas. 

Iowa was a Republican state. Small-town businessmen were steeped in the traditions of the GOP, 

as both the party of Lincoln and the defender of balanced budgets, anti-inflationary measures, 

and minimal taxation.118 However, local leaders recognized that costly infrastructural upgrades 

and community improvements were integral to industrialization. During the 1940s and 1950s, 

small-town boosters made their peace with tax increases and government spending, while 

moderating their demands for fiscal austerity. Their position was that communities could fund 

upgrades while avoiding spendthrift behavior by shifting the tax burden onto derelict property 

owners and eliminating government waste.  

 Iowa newspapers from this period have an almost schizophrenic quality. Local boosters 

oscillated between vigorous denunciation of government spending and enthusiastic applause for 

state and federal development projects. In May of 1948, the Centerville Iowegian scorned the 

usurpation of the “good old American doctrines of thrift, industry, and public economy” by a 

“New Deal Logic” that led to excessive debt, high taxes, and profligate spending.119 By 1957, the 
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Iowegian’s general manager and editor-publisher Robert Beck was traveling around southern 

Iowa promoting the federal highway program. Beck, serving as the chairman of the Iowa 

Highway Commission, informed Creston’s Rotary Club that over $100,000,000 would be spent 

on Iowa roads that year. The Creston News Advertiser reported that “[t]he federal government 

pays 90 per cent of this cost, the state government 10 per cent;” and according to Beck, “We 

couldn’t build it [highway system] in Iowa without federal funds.”120 These conflicting accounts 

reflected a process of ideological adjustment, as older values gave way to new realities.  

 Iowa’s business leaders championed a slew of government development initiatives during 

the late 1940s. Centerville’s Association of Commerce supported efforts to build a dam along 

Rathbun Lake121 and to expand the town’s St. Joseph’s hospital. In February of 1949, the 

Association’s hospital committee held a meeting to take advantage of “the fact that the federal 

government is making available large sums of money to aid in providing adequate 

hospitalization over the U.S.”122 These federally sponsored civic improvements were acceptable 

because they were integral to industrial development. According to the Iowegian, “stimulating 

activity and industry in Centerville” created “all the more need for good hospital facilities.”123 

Similarly, the “Centerville people who are trying to promote industry” believed that the Rathbun 

Dam would produce “reservoir water for industrial purposes.”124 The demands of industrial 

development forced local elites to acclimate themselves to federal spending.   
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 Government expenditures seemed to gain greater acceptance after the 1950 census 

revealed the drastic nature of the rural crisis. “Local civic minded leaders were stunned,” 

according to the Centerville Iowegian, when preliminary results suggested that the town had lost 

nearly a thousand residents. Though official results would lower that number to roughly 800, it 

nonetheless “shocked the Association of Commerce,” who held an emergency meeting to deal 

with the situation.125 Concluding that the “decline of a once great local [coal] industry” and 

“larger farm units” had spurred outmigration, local boosters pronounced the need to “build 

ourselves industrially.”126 Rumors, which later proved false, circulated throughout the town in 

early 1951 that over two hundred residents were planning to leave Centerville.127 These worries 

no doubt compelled growing enthusiasm for government spending. As Robert Beck explained, 

while southern Iowan’s often regurgitated boilerplate opinions on “government economy and 

deficit spending,” the general consensus was that “some expenditures…’must go on.’” Local 

discourse on these topics was riven with “double talking” as “most people favor economy in 

general, just so long as it doesn’t effect them.”128  

 Industrial ambitions also forced small-town business leaders to rethink their traditional 

antipathy towards taxation. Realizing that community improvement made local levies 

unavoidable, boosters called for increased tax revenue. To fund necessary projects, boosters 

attempted to alter local tax policies to make property owners pay for infrastructural upgrades. As 

early as April of 1947, Centerville businessmen had “urged more tax income for the purposes of 

doing much needed improvement work” in the realms of electricity, water works, sewage 
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systems, natural gas, and other industrial amenities.129 But when local boosters attempted to fund 

community improvements, they were hampered by property tax assessment. As in the Ozarks, 

southern Iowa business leaders believed that many property owners escaped paying their taxes 

by undervaluing their holdings. According to some estimates, most real estate was “assessed at 

one half to one third of its actual value.” Centerville newspaper editor and booster Robert Beck 

called for “tax equality,” insisting that all real estate be assessed at its full value.130 Local 

boosters believed that long term underassessment obligated property owners to fund community 

modernization. But landholders were resistant to picking up the tab for improvements.   

 When Centerville business leaders attempted to raise taxes to improve local roads, 

property owners protested what they saw as an undue burden. The Centerville Iowegian’s Robert 

Beck advocated the city council’s plan for widespread street renovations in the late 1940s. But 

“violent opposition” from “property owners” who refused to foot the bill blocked the 

initiative.131 A letter to the editor signed by the “Centerville Progress Committee” praised the 

“martyrs” in the city council who received an “onslaught of criticism from a group of loud, 

selfish individuals.”132 Robert Beck called for a campaign to “Sell Centerville to Centerville.” 

Hoping to restore community “confidence,” Beck reminded readers that, “Either a city goes 

ahead or declines.” In order for “Centerville to become an agricultural and industrial center,” the 

town needed improvements such as “libraries, swimming pools, city parks, adequate school 

facilities, a fire protection system,” and “good streets.” And such amenities required taxes. 133  
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 The road debate resulted in a full-fledged battle between business boosters and their 

opponents for control of local government. According the Iowegian, “those favorable to street 

improvement” moved to gain control of Centerville’s Republican Party by packing the local 

convention and successfully nominating a “Pro Street Ticket.”134 This ticket included the 

incumbent mayor, as well as city councilman and future president of the Association of 

Commerce William Porter.135 In response, opponents of the street program chose to run for city 

council as candidates for the “Citizens Party.” Prior to the election, editor Robert Beck urged 

local inhabitants to “vote for those men whom you are convinced will do every thing that they 

can to improve Centerville and make it…a better place for people to do business.”136 But the 

election results were hardly clear-cut. The GOP mayor John Davidson and William Porter were 

soundly re-elected, but the city council divided two-to-three among pro and anti street 

factions.137 Nonetheless, Centerville officials undertook modified road improvement initiatives 

during the late 1940s and early 1950s.138 Industrialization made it impossible for businessmen to 

maintain their anti-tax attitudes. Taking a pragmatic approach, boosters attempted to use the 

local government to make competing interest groups shoulder the increased tax burden.  

 However, small-town leaders did not entirely abandon fiscal responsibility and budgetary 

restraint. Instead, they attempted to incorporate increased spending and taxation within their 

traditional ideological framework. Local businessmen argued that robust spending on community 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
 134 “Local G.O.P. Names Pro Street Ticket,” Centerville Iowegian, 8 March 1949. 
 
 135 “Centerville Industrial Corporation and its Articles of Incorporation,” Centerville Iowegian, 12 August 
1952.   
 
 136 Robert Beck, Editorial Ramblings, Centerville Iowegian 23 March 1949, 4.   
 
 137 “All But a Clean Sweep For Citizens Party,” Centerville Iowegian, 29 March 1949. 
 
 138 Robert Beck, Editorial Ramblings, Centerville Iowegian 2 July 1949, 4.  “Consider New 
Improvements,” Centerville Iowegian, 27 October 1951. 
 



 172 

improvements should be paired with greater government efficiency, reduced waste, and the 

elimination of corruption. If the government cost less to operate, there would be money to spend 

on infrastructural and institutional improvements without major tax increases.  

 Reflecting these sentiments, small-town boosters championed the recommendations of 

the Hoover Commission throughout the 1940s and 50s. Launched by president Truman and 

chaired by former president Herbert Hoover, an Iowa native, the commission searched out ways 

to restructure the executive branch on behalf of “efficiency,” “economy,” and “consolidation.”  

Small-town business leader praised the commission’s final report, noting that it would produce 

“a lot of streamlining,” largely by whittling down the federal bureaucracy. The Centerville 

Iowegian also lauded attempts to form a similar committee in Iowa in an attempt to “put some of 

the efficiency into government that we see in private business.” The Iowegian claimed that such 

an approach would save millions of dollars.139  

  Corruption and waste became potent political themes during the 1950s. Unlike northern 

Arkansans, who directed their grievances against an archaic one-party system, business leaders 

in Iowa targeted the Truman administration. In his March of 1952 keynote address at the 

Appanoose County Republican Party convention, Robert Beck called for an end to the “mis-

management, fumbling, stumbling, corruption, inefficiency, and reckless spending of the Truman 

administration.” Coming from the infamous Kansas City Pendergast machine, Beck argued, 

Truman was unable to “recognize corruption” in his own midst. Beck asserted that federal 

largesse was doled out to “cronies and party favorites.” The end result of corrupt behavior and 

government mismanagement was “reckless and wanton spending” that benefited political 
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insiders instead of the public.140 Corruption, inefficiency, and mismanagement became crucial 

targets in the 1950s because they solved a key ideological snag. Local elites could stand for 

fiscal responsibility and economy, while promoting increased spending on improvements, by 

arguing that expenditures could be kept in check through the elimination of waste and favoritism.  

 Along with a growing appreciation for government spending, Iowa businessmen also 

adopted a grassroots form of economic planning. Business leaders in the town of Creston had 

been pressing for a planning program for years when in August of 1961 it was announced that 

the town had received a federal grant worth over $5,000 to “prepare a comprehensive plan for 

the city’s future growth and development.” Working with the IDC, local boosters received 

approval for their application from the federal urban planning commission, which handled funds 

made available under the Federal Housing Act of 1954.141 Civic leaders and the chamber of 

commerce were “slowly getting some things whipped into shape,” the local newspaper noted. 

“Planning is something we should do and should be good for the community on the long pull.”142 

 As Iowa’s small-town business leaders fit their politics to the needs of industrialization, 

they gravitated towards the modern Republicanism of governor William Beardsley. Initially, 

small-town newspaper editors had predicted a victory for the incumbent Robert Blue in the 1948 

Republican primary. After Blue’s defeat, however, southern Iowans expressed enthusiasm for 

Beardsley’s “new and fresh outlook.” As Robert Beck explained, “Beardsley’s school aid 

program and road program meet with particularly warm reception in this part of the state.”143  
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 Southern Iowa’s business class saw modern Republicans as spokesmen for their own 

“middle-of-the-road” philosophy, which supported increased development spending and 

educational allotments without New Deal excesses. When Beardsley introduced his state budget 

to the Iowa legislature in 1949, Robert Beck lauded its dual emphasis on “the need for economy” 

without sacrificing “vital obligations of the state.” The governor intended to enhance educational 

spending and old age pensions, while freezing or decreasing expenditures in other areas. Beck 

summed up local attitudes towards Beardsley when he praised the governor’s “moderation” and 

readiness to meet Iowa’s “solemn obligations” while “keep[ing] its financial house in order.”144   

 Small-town leaders believed that modern Republicans would produce prosperity for the 

“common man” by fueling economic expansion in the private sector. “[S]weeping denunciation” 

of “everything sponsored by the New Deal,” Robert Beck wrote in January 1950, was ultimately 

counterproductive. Beck pointed to the supposedly archconservative Robert Taft, who despite his 

rightist repution, believed that it was the government’s responsibility to provide a “standard of 

living floor” that ensured housing, schooling, and food. By championing policies that maximized 

economic growth, Republicans could meet these basic human needs. The GOP would reach the 

“common man” by “creating an atmosphere whereby we encourage economic expansion.” 

Growth would not be achieved by state owned enterprises or public works, but “free enterprise.” 

Government spending and policies that fostered private sector growth were ideal.145 

 The modern Republican appeal carried over into the realm of labor relations. As 

expressed by figures like Thomas Dewey and Dwight Eisenhower, modern Republicanism 

emphasized a rapprochement with labor unions. Modern Republicans believed that the interests 
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of capital and labor were not inherently at odds, and that harmonious relations could be 

maintained as long as continued economic growth and gains in productivity enabled both to reap 

material benefits. As James Patterson has argued, modern Republicans like Eisenhower believed 

in a “cooperative society in which major groups such as corporations, labor unions, and farmers 

would set aside their special interests to promote domestic harmony and economic stability.”146  

On the state level, William Beardsley incorporated labor within his governing coalition to fend 

off Democratic encroachments and maintain the GOP’s monopoly of state offices.  

 Southern Iowa small-town business leaders embraced this vision out of necessity. In 

comparison to northern Arkansas, Iowans pursued an alternative strategy for controlling unions 

in a state where labor was much stronger. Unions had a firm presence in Iowa’s few industrial 

centers, including the southeastern city of Ottumwa, making it impossible for business leaders to 

repel or expel labor organizations from their communities.147 Therefore, small-town businessmen 

acknowledged that labor unions were a vital part of community life, but in doing so argued that 

unions needed to minimize their demands for the greater good. While they agreed that 

management and workers had mutual obligations, they placed the burden on unions for 

sustaining industrial peace. Within the framework of Iowa’s Republican Party, local 

businessmen aimed to concede just enough to keep labor within the GOP fold, believing that a 

resurgent Democratic Party equaled New Deal extravagance with none of the checks offered by 

modern Republicanism. These themes were captured in a series of labor disputes that occurred in 

the Martin Machine Shop and other nearby industries in southern Iowa.   
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 During the late 1940s and early 1950s, when “labor issues” had “split” the GOP “wide 

open,” small-town business leaders backed Governor William Beardsley in his attempt to 

reinstate the union shop in Iowa. “[E]ven the Taft-Hartley act, recognized the validity of the 

union shop,” Robert Beck conceded. In contrast to corporate executives in the IMA, small-town 

leaders were willing to recognize unions for the sake of Republican unity.148 Members of 

Centerville’s Association of Commerce met with local labor leaders in November of 1950. At 

the meeting, both sides pledged their “unified desire…to get new industry in Centerville,” and 

agreed to schedule future meetings. The Association even installed a “labor representative” on 

the organization’s board of directors.149 Local business leaders and union officials hoped that an 

open dialogue would help limit future discord. 

 The controversy that emerged over the Martin Manufacturing plant revealed that local 

businessmen hoped to incorporate labor so as to control it. In early April of 1951, workers at the 

Martin Manufacturing plant went on strike. The plant’s United Electrical Workers’ spokesman 

notified management that employees would go on strike for three days, then return to work for 

three days, followed by another three day “leave of absence.” It is unclear why employees 

deployed this unusual tactic, but their primary demands were six paid holidays a year and a 

company insurance program. Martin officials had countered by offering a five percent wage 

increase, which the union had rejected, fearing that the national Wage Stabilization Board might 

void the pay increase.  

 While management bemoaned the cancellation of orders as a result of the stoppage, local 

business leaders lamented the loss of the factory’s estimated $200,000 annual payroll. The 
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plant’s attorney also warned, “We did plan to do some expanding at Centerville but in the light 

of the labor situation we are not too anxious to go ahead.” Indeed, the town’s newspaper 

expressed dismay that the shutdown “could completely nullify” the “splendid progress” made by 

the Association of Commerce’s industrial committee towards “inducing an expansion of the 

Martin plant.”150 The plant stayed open throughout the remainder of April, with employees 

undertaking a series of “on and off strikes.” In early May, plant executives decided to close the 

plant indefinitely until the labor dispute could be settled.151  

 As the Martin plant idled for months and nearby factories experienced similar disputes, 

small-town business leaders called for “responsible unions.” Iowa’s small-town businessmen 

argued that labor unions were a part of the fabric of American society, and that many union 

officials were reasonable people. But certain “irresponsible” unions, such as the one involved in 

a dispute with the nearby John Morrell Company, had lost sight of the greater good.152 “Labor 

irresponsibility” jeopardized the community’s need to “keep…industry happy.” Strikes and work 

stoppages scared away prospective industry, and caused factories, such as Swift and Company, 

to close as a result of “unhappy local labor relations.” Being a part of the community meant that 

labor leaders had an obligation to swallow their grievances for the larger collective.153  

 When the Martin plant strike finally ended in October of 1951, some six months after the 

factory closed its doors, the Centerville Iowegian described the entire episode as a “futile” affair 

that hurt the economic interests of workers, management, and the community. “Our local 

industry is not going to grow and expand and prosper in an atmosphere of labor unrest,” argued 
                                                
 150 “Martin Manufacturing Plant Idled Over Insurance-Holidays,” Centerville Iowegian, 6 April 1951.   
 
 151 “Martin Plant May be Idled Full Time Now,” Centerville Iowegian, 8 May 1951.   
 
 152 “Need Responsible Unions,” Centerville Iowegian, 24 August 1951. 
 
 153 Robert Beck, Editorial Ramblings, Centerville Iowegian, 28 September 1951.  
 



 178 

the Centerville Iowegian. “Industry does not search out communities that have a record of labor 

disturbances. Rather they seek tranquility.” Though the paper emphasized the mutual 

responsibility of workers and management, the terms “labor unrest” and “labor disturbances” 

clearly placed the blame on unions.154 

  In demanding responsible unions, small-town business leaders revealed that their 

primary goal was to curtail union demands and circumscribe labor activism. No matter how 

much they preached mutuality and reciprocity, local boosters blamed labor for industrial conflict. 

Responsible unions were quiescent and compliant. An irresponsible union seemed to be any 

organization that went on strike to achieve better conditions, higher wages, or greater benefits. 

Small-town businessmen were willing to accept enhanced labor rights, such as the union shop, 

but only as long as “responsible unions” showed restraint. This inherent tension did not augur 

well for modern Republicanism in Iowa.  

 During the late 1940s and early 1950s, Governor William Beardsley managed to balance 

the competing demands of labor, business, farmers, and other interest groups. Beardsley won 

reelection in 1950 and 1952 with healthy majorities in small-town communities. In towns with 

1,000 to 10,000 inhabitants, Republicans garnered between 63 and 65% of the vote in 1950. By 

1952, however, it was clear that Democrats were making gains in Iowa’s urban communities, 

winning 54.6% of the vote in Des Moines and 55.1% in cities over 50,000.155 

   The modern Republican coalition was also showing signs of strain, with business 

interests and labor groups jockeyed for influence in Republican State Conventions. Reflecting 

the bitterness of the 1948 gubernatorial primary, modern Republicans took a cautious approach. 
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As the Iowa Manufacturers Association noted, Beardsley failed to “suggest the repeal of the 

RIGHT TO WORK LAWS or the laws prohibiting SECONDARY BOYCOTTS AND 

JURISDICTIONAL STRIKES.”156 Similarly, the Republican Party platform for 1948 

maintained the status quo by offering, according to one scholar, a “harmless plank which 

endorsed labor’s right to organize and bargain collectively.”157 

  In 1952, however, modern Republicans attempted to fend of Democratic encroachments 

by making larger concessions to organized labor. The Iowa GOP’s 1952 resolutions stated that, 

“We fully recognize the useful place of labor organization in our state and national economy.” 

Reflecting these sentiments, the committee on resolutions called for “The right to establish 

‘union shop’ contract by agreement with management.” Open conflict broke out between modern 

Republicans and manufacturers as a result. G.L. Weissenburger, the president of the Keokuk 

Electro-Motors Company and a head figure in the IMA and IDC, expressed outrage over the 

“union shop” resolution, arguing that this contradicted the state’s right-to-work law. 

Weissenburger pointed out that the GOP’s national platform “advocated support of the Taft-

Hartley Act,” which “specifically exempts from the union shop each of those states” that had 

passed right-to-work laws. The statement received raucous applause, most likely from fellow 

businessmen. But their efforts were in vain, as the convention chose to reject Weissenburger’s 

amendment calling for the removal of the union shop clause.158  

                                                
 156 “Here We Go Again,” Iowa Manufacturers Legislative Bulletin No. 1, January 15, 1949. Iowa 
Manufacturers Newsbulletin Collection, Box 2, MsC 245 (Iowa City: University of Iowa Special Collections). 
 
 157 Ungs, “The Republican Party of Iowa, 1946-1956,” 145.   
 
 158 “1952 Republican State Convention, Report,” 46- 50. Republican State Central Cmte Records, R74, 
RNC Proceedings, 1924-1968, RSCC Proceedings, 1950-1970, Box 7, Folder: Proceedings, Republican State 
Convention, 1952 (Des Moines). (Iowa City: State Historical Society of Iowa). 
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 Essentially, modern Republicans found themselves caught in a trap. They felt compelled 

to sweeten their offer to organized labor for fear that they would abscond to the Democrats, but 

in doing so, they alienated business interests and other core constituents. Under Beardsley’s 

successor, Leo Hoegh, the modern Republicans’ balancing act began to teeter, and ultimately 

collapsed. Born in Audubon County in 1908, Hoegh was raised in the small-town of Elk Horn 

with a population of 570. Hoegh attended the University of Iowa for his undergraduate degree 

and graduated from the college’s law school in 1932. After practicing law in the town of 

Chariton, Hoegh won his way into the state legislature in 1936. Initially, Hoegh’s “solid, 

orthodox reputation as an unrelenting penny pincher” seemed to place him in the Old Guard 

camp. Hoegh’s political career was interrupted by an army stint during World War II.  

 When he returned from military service, Hoegh became involved in rural industrial 

development. He served as the head of the Chariton Development Corporation, while also 

overseeing the town’s Chamber of Commerce and Rotary Club. No doubt reflecting these 

experiences, Hoegh rejected the ideals he had championed prior to the war. In fact, Hoegh 

emerged as one of the major spokesman for modern Republicanism within the state. In 1950, 

Hoegh unsuccessfully ran against conservative Karl LeCompte in the Republican congressional 

primary, arguing that the GOP needed to “draw its inspiration from the people and free itself 

from the shackles of the Old Guard.” During the 1952 presidential primary, Hoegh helped give 

Iowa’s delegates to Eisenhower, ensuring the eventual defeat of Robert Taft. Beardsley rewarded 

Hoegh by naming him state attorney general. During his time in the state cabinet, Hoegh 

positioned himself as the governor’s successor, gaining the primary nomination in 1954 

following the death of Beardsley the previous year.159  

                                                
 159 “Iowa: Against the Anthills,” Time Magazine, October 22, 1956, Vol. LXVIII No. 17, pg. 23-24.  
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 While governor, Hoegh pursued an ambitious political agenda, proposing to increase 

funding to public schools (including higher education), repeal the state’s right-to-work law, 

propel industrialization, and enact reapportionment of the legislature to increase urban 

representation. In order to pay for all of this, Hoegh called for a tax increase of $31 million 

dollars, drawn mostly from increased rates on cigarettes, corporations, beer, gasoline, and a 

capital gains tax.160 Hoegh’s strategy aimed to court organized labor and urban interests, hoping 

to reverse Democratic gains among these groups. But his ability to curry favor with city folks 

was limited by vested interests within his own party. Business held enough sway within the GOP 

to control partisan policy positions. Despite Hoegh’s support of the union shop, the Republican 

Party’s platform of 1954 failed to adopt a resolution supporting repeal of the state’s right-to-

work law.161 Though Hoegh pushed most of his expenditures and tax increase through the state 

legislature, conservatives shifted much of the burden onto consumers by increasing the state 

sales tax from 2% to 2.5%. As a result, the governor gained the nickname “High Tax Hoegh.”162   

 Hoegh’s declining fortunes resulted partly from the IMA’s decision to withdrawal its 

support after the governor came out in favor of the union shop. As one IMA official noted, 

“Hoegh is too unreliable, too liberal for the I.M.A.” In the days leading up to the election, as 

defeat seemed imminent, many of Hoegh’s advisors pressed him to change his position on the 

right-to-work law, but Hoegh would not abandon the modern Republican creed, arguing that, 

“I’d rather go down the drain with my program than try to weasel out of it now.”163 
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 Hoegh ultimately succumbed to the contradiction at the heart of modern Republicanism 

in Iowa. In attempting to unite all interests within a harmonious commonwealth, he had managed 

to alienate everyone. Business leaders were so fed up with Hoegh’s stances that they withdrew 

their support. With a viable Democratic candidate in Herschel Loveless, organized labor exited 

the Republican fold, never to return.164  Though many had seen it coming, the election results of 

1956 were still stunning. Herschel Loveless became Iowa’s first Democrat Governor in nearly 

twenty years with support from the same political constituencies that had won Harry Truman the 

state of Iowa nearly ten years earlier, farmers and urban voters.165 Farmers turned against the 

Republican Party because of the flexible price support program (which decreased crop payouts) 

instituted by Eisenhower’s Secretary of Agriculture Ezra Taft Benson.166 Small-town voters 

remained more loyal. Hoegh won between 54-57% of the vote in towns with fewer than 10,000 

people. While small-town voters stood by Hoegh, who was a southern Iowa industrial promoter 

and business leader, they could not match the farm-labor-urban bloc.167  

  The downfall of modern Republicanism in Iowa established a purified two-party system. 

Over the course of the next two decades, the Iowa Republican Party would emerge as a pro-

growth, business friendly institution, increasingly antagonistic towards organized labor and 

urban interests. The Democratic Party of Iowa would come to mimic the national organization, 

drawing its support from a coalition of organized labor, urban progressives, and farmers. The 

result was an urban-rural cleavage that defined Iowa politics throughout the 1960s and 70s.  
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The Political Unification of America’s Rural Heartland  

 While small-town business leaders in northern Arkansas and southern Iowa negotiated 

the twists and turns of one-party politics, they united at the national level around the figure of 

Dwight Eisenhower. In their eyes, Ike embodied the political sensibilities of small-town 

businessmen. In August of 1952, when Eisenhower won the Republican Party nomination, 

Centerville’s Robert Beck proclaimed it a “middle of the road victory,” a “widened center” 

besting the “right wing” and “extreme liberal[s].”168 Eisenhower’s centrist politics captured the 

imagination of businessmen in America’s rural heartland.  

 The Centerville Iowegian published a series of articles in 1952 explaining Ike’s appeal 

with small-town business leaders. While the paper gave some attention to the Korean War and 

communist influence in the United States, the primary focus was the American “pocketbook.” 

The New Deal, the Iowegian argued, had lost its reformist edge under Truman, becoming an 

entrenched regime that worked for the benefit of “big city bosses” and “voting blocs.” In an 

attempt to hold on to power, the Democrats had channeled taxpayer money to partisan insiders, 

expanding the federal bureaucracy in the process. Corruption was rampant in the Truman 

administration, creating a “mess in Washington” that the current presidential candidate, Adlai 

Stevenson, would be unable to correct. The Democrats had lost sight of the national interest, only 

enacting policies that benefited their coalition. While the party acted like a “benevolent Santa 

Claus to various voting blocs,” the American public suffered from “spiraling inflation” and other 

economic ills. Though griping about the national debt and tax burden, local businessmen did not 

oppose government spending on principle. The problem was that Democratic expenditures were 
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“non-productive,” meaning that they were not being “spent in channels that will produce 

wealth.” Government spending that propelled business expansion was no doubt welcome.  

 Eisenhower was expected to correct these abuses, uprooting corruption and imposing 

limits on the bureaucracy. But Ike would govern with moderation. The Centerville Iowegian 

argued that Eisenhower intended to limit expenditures, ease the tax burden, and balance the 

budget, but in a responsible and patient manner. Government spending would continue to spur 

economic development in the foreseeable future. In contrast to Democratic favoritism, 

Eisenhower would “be fair to…all elements within the American economy,” presumably 

including business. Ike would put all the “resources of the government” towards strengthening 

the economy within the framework of a “competitive free market system.” The American 

government would act as the handmaiden of private sector growth. At the same time, small-town 

businessmen believed Ike would maintain the basic integrity of the social safety net and labor 

union rights, without letting either harm the national interest.169 

 Small-town business leaders believed that Eisenhower would pursue a political program 

in accord with rural industrial development. Ike’s “middle of the road” approach would keep 

taxes and government indebtedness in check without eliminating vital spending programs that 

allowed community improvements. Eisenhower would achieve these opposing ends by 

eliminating the widespread corruption, inefficiency, and waste that businessmen believed 

flourished during the Truman administration. Small-town boosters applauded Eisenhower’s 

willingness to expand social welfare programs and grant limited concessions to organized labor 

to maintain a minimum standard of living and industrial peace. 
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 Obviously, small-town businessmen did not speak for all rural Americans, but voting 

patterns suggest that the countryside electorate shared booster sympathies. Between 1952 and 

1960, Eisenhower and his successor Richard Nixon united America’s rural heartland behind their 

“middle of the road” Republicanism. Eisenhower managed to dislodge the Ozarks (and much of 

the Mountain South) from the Solid Democratic South, integrating northern Arkansas within the 

national Republican coalition. Between 1932 and 1948, northern Arkansas voted Democrat in 

every presidential election, with only traditional outliers Newton and Searcy exercising a 

stubborn Republican loyalty that dated back to Reconstruction. Starting in 1952, GOP 

presidential candidates gained substantial ground in northern Arkansas. In 1952, Eisenhower 

carried five out of seven counties in northern Arkansas (Boone, Carroll, Madison, Newton, and 

Searcy). In Boone, Carroll, Newton, and Searcy, Eisenhower won by impressive margins ranging 

from 54.7 percent to 66.5 percent. In 1956, Baxter County raised Ike’s total to six out of seven 

northern Arkansas counties, giving the former general 54.3 percent of the county vote. By 1960, 

all seven northern Arkansas counties were voting Republican. Nixon carried most counties 

handily (Baxter 55.4%; Boone 55%; Carroll 66.8%; Marion 51.2%; Madison 58.2%; Newton 

58.2% and Searcy 69.2%).170 Unlike other instances of what V.O. Key termed southern 

“presidential republicanism,” the 1950s represented the beginning of a long-term realignment.171 
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Between 1952 and 1988, northern Arkansas voted Republican in eight of ten presidential 

elections.172 

 Political shifts in Iowa were more subtle, but nonetheless significant. Southern Iowa’s 

rural and small-town voters remained stalwart Republicans throughout the postwar period. 

Though the farm vote shifted several counties into the Democratic column in 1948, Eisenhower 

and Nixon carried every southern Iowa county between 1952 and 1960. The bedrock of GOP 

political support throughout the entire postwar period was the small-town electorate.173 But this 

was not a given. Small-town voters continued to vote overwhelmingly Republican because the 

GOP changed with them, moving away from older orthodoxies to embrace new ideas regarding 

taxation, spending, and labor relations.   

 By 1960, rural and small-town voters in the white, Protestant communities of northern 

Arkansas and southern Iowa had experienced a political convergence. Under the totalizing 

impact of the rural crisis, smaller communities throughout the country’s interior embraced 

similar solutions, which gave birth to parallel politics. Operating under difficult circumstances 

and with few alternatives, small-town business leaders adopted a pragmatic political approach. 

Northern Arkansas and southern Iowa followed different paths to the same destination.  
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Chapter 5: The Rise of Business Republicanism in Arkansas and Iowa, 1955-1964 
 

 During the late 1950s and early 1960s, Republicans in Arkansas and Iowa looked for a 

way to gain control of state government. Arkansas Republicans hoped to overcome their historic 

ineptitude and compete with the dominant Democratic Party. In Iowa, Republicans searched for 

a way to regain an electoral majority after the Democrats won control of the governorship in 

1956 and held the office for eight of the next ten years. Republicans in both states hit upon a 

similar strategy. As the rural crisis persisted and worsened, Republicans embraced industrial 

development, promising to lure corporate investment and outside capital by making their 

respective states more business friendly. Reaffirming the new emphasis on capital mobility and 

corporate relocation, GOP leaders in Arkansas and Iowa aimed to win over rural voters by 

adopting many of the same ideas as small-town business leaders.  

 Republican officials proposed to transform state government into vehicle for capitalist 

development, altering tax structures, labor laws, and public agencies to achieve a good “business 

climate.” They bundled these measures with selective government spending to modernize 

infrastructure and upgrade community amenities. Though Republicans failed to gain control of 

state governments during the early 1960s, suffering a major setback in 1964, their embrace of 

business principles won over rural and small-town voters in northern Arkansas, southern Iowa, 

and other heartland communities. Business Republicanism gained a broad following in the 

countryside, enabling the GOP to construct a governing majority in the late 1960s.  

 
The AIDC, Winthrop Rockefeller, and the Revival of Arkansas’s Republican Party 

 
 On January 11, 1955, the newly elected governor of Arkansas, Orval Faubus, announced 

in his inaugural address that the state faced an emergency situation. “I have come to the firm 

conviction that the great overall problem of the people of our state is the lack of the means of 
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earning a living,” Faubus said. “Technological development has brought about the production of 

ample farm crops and timber products with the use of far fewer laborers.” Owing to a lack of 

jobs in Arkansas, “people are constantly migrating to other sections to obtain the necessary 

employment.” Industrialization represented the “only answer to this problem.” Faubus informed 

residents that the state government planned “to set up a board and agency…to do whatever is 

possible to encourage industry in Arkansas.”1 In just weeks the legislature created the Arkansas 

Industrial Development Commission (AIDC) to spearhead a more aggressive industrial program.   

 The 1950s represented the height of the rural crisis. Economic indicators for Arkansas 

painted a bleak picture. On November 10, 1955, the Baxter Bulletin’s Tom Dearmore wrote with 

alarm that, “During the four-year period between 1950 and 1954 the federal Bureau of the 

Census reported a drop of 111,000 in the population of Arkansas—the largest of any state in the 

nation—and the loss of 36,354 farms.”2 Northern Arkansas’s population declined from 80,639 in 

1950 to 66,539 in 1960, a loss of 17.5% in just ten years. In southern Iowa, the population 

dropped from 90,638 to 77,121 (14.9%).3  

 At the time of Orval Faubus’s inaugural address, letters were flooding into his office 

from ordinary Arkansans, begging that industry be brought to depressed rural communities. 

Luther Smith of rural Johnson County wrote to Faubus in February of 1955: 

I am writing to you in regard to work in which we don’t have in our district and would 
appercate [sic] very much if you we could get some kind of factory here we haven’t had 
any work here for 8 to 10 years and there are about 35% of the people have left here to 

                                                
 1 Copy of Faubus’s Inaugural Address, January 11, 1955 (Fayetteville: U of Arkansas Special Collections). 
 
 2 Tom Dearmore, “Need for Industry Emphasized by Report,’ The Ozark Outlook Column, Baxter Bulletin, 
10 November 1955.   
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Historical Census Browser (2004), Retrieved February 4, 2015, from the University of Virginia, Geospatial and 
Statistical Data Center: http://mapserver.lib.virginia.edu/. 
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other states for work and there are 20% on welfair [sic]…Gov. Faubus you can reach me 
at home by letting me know by mail if and when it will be possible to get a factory….4 

 
Residents of northern Arkansas made similar appeals. John Gantzer of Yellville, located in 

Marion County, wrote to Faubus in 1955 to ask, “Why do we not have more industry in this 

town. We would keep all of the young folks leaving Marion County to seek work elsewhere.”5  

 In response to calls for increased industrialization, the General Assembly replaced the 

Arkansas Resources and Development Commission in the spring of 1955 with the Arkansas 

Industrial Development Commission (AIDC). The initial structure of the AIDC consisted of a 

seven-member board of directors, an executive secretary, a chief of development, and an 

Arkansas Industrialization Panel of 100 members, with each county allocated at least one 

representative. The organization had an annual budget of $225,000. In addition, the law created 

the Arkansas Industrial Development Foundation to take in donations and the University of 

Arkansas Industrial Research Center as the program’s research arm.6 Act 404 also formalized the 

powers of local industrial development corporations.7   

 The state legislature followed this up by passing a series of industrial financing measures. 

As one AIDC booklet explained 1963, “In the early 1950s, it became apparent that an important 

                                                
 4 Letter from Luther Smith, Coal Hill, Arkansas to Governor Orval Faubus, February 4, 1955, Orval Faubus 
Papers, 1910- (1939-1974) 178 MS F27 301, Series 7, Subseries 2, Box 243, Folder 6 (Fayetteville: U of Arkansas 
Special Collections). 
 
 5 Letter from John W. Gantzer to Governor Orval Faubus, May 5, 1955. Orval Faubus Papers, 1910- (1939-
1974) 178 MS F27 301, Series 7, Subseries 2, Box 243, Folder 7 (Fayetteville: U of Arkansas Special Collections). 
 
 6 Winthrop Rockefeller, “The Work of the Arkansas Development Commission,” Reprinted from the 
Christian Science Monitor by the Yale and Town Manufacturing Company, Yale Materials Handling Division 
(Fayetteville: U of Arkansas Special Collections), 2.  See also Barton Westerlund and Roger Chisholm, “Arkansas 
Economic Development Commission,” Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and Culture 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=424 (accessed 6 May 2015).  
 
 7 Copy of Act 404 “An Act to Create the Arkansas Industrial Development Commission…” Orval Faubus 
Papers, 1910…(1939-1974), 178 MS F27 301, Series 7, Subseries 2, Box 243, Folder 11 (Fayetteville: U of 
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element was missing from the Arkansas program—a device which would enable a community to 

help finance the plant and equipment of new and expanding firms.”8 Act 404 created a 

$1,000,000 “revolving fund” in order to provide “100 per cent plant financing.”9 In 1957, the 

state legislature created the First Arkansas Development Finance Corporation to subsidize 

industrial development.10 The following year, voters approved a referendum amending the state 

constitution to allow communities to issue bonds to attract new industry. Constitutional 

Amendment 49 enabled cities, towns, and counties to levy up to five mills in taxes in order to 

provide factory buildings and other enticements.11  

 Arkansas was not alone in instituting such policies. In 1963, the Republican dominated 

legislature “authorized” the creation of the Iowa Economic Development Corporation “to aid 

industrial financing.” The prime purpose of this organization was to help “community 

development corporations in acquiring and developing industrial sites.”12 Also in 1963, the Iowa 

state legislature passed a municipal revenue bond law that, according to the Creston News 

Advertiser, “allowed cities and towns to issue revenue bonds for attracting and developing 

industry.” The town of Mount Pleasant was the first place to use this industrial tool. Revenue 

                                                
 8 Arkansas Industrial Development Commission, “Basics in Plant Location,” June, 1963 (Fayetteville: U of 
Arkansas Special Collections). 
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 11 Arkansas Industrial Development Commission, “Basics of Plant Location,” 5.   
 
 12 “Ideas for a Better Iowa: 1966 Republican State Platform,” Political Campaign Literature, 1948-1966 
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bonds offered local communities a useful instrument for financing factory buildings and other 

amenities.13 Nonetheless, Arkansas was early in overhauling its industrial program.  

 Arkansas’s various measures aimed to improve the state’s “business climate,” a term that 

gained widespread usage in the postwar period. As Elizabeth Tandy Shermer has argued, the 

business climate was an inherently political concept used to justify the reconstruction of local 

laws and physical landscapes in order to maximize “the desirability of a particular area for 

outside investment.” The central facets of the business climate were “lower taxes, fewer business 

regulations, enterprise-oriented infrastructure projects, and state-level laws designed to retard 

unionization.”14 The formation of the AIDC marked Arkansas’s embrace of the business climate 

concept, as boosters rebranded the state as a hospitable environment for private investment.   

 Given the timing, this broad mélange of initiatives must be seen as an effort to stabilize a 

Jim Crow order under economic and political stress. Agricultural transformations and rural 

economic stagnation caused the state’s population to decline by 6.5% during the 1950s.15 Despite 

efforts by state business leaders and local communities, industrial development failed to produce 

enough manufacturing jobs to stem the tide of outmigration. In politics, the civil rights revolution 

was already on the horizon. By the time of Faubus’s ascent to the governorship, the Supreme 

Court had outlawed the all-white primary, racially restrictive housing covenants, and, most 

importantly, school segregation in the Brown v. Board decision. Within the next year, the 
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Montgomery Bus Boycott would rock the foundations of Jim Crow as African Americans 

engaged in mass political mobilization to end racist discrimination.16  

  Democrats across the South viewed industrial development as a salve for the embattled 

one-party system. As historian Tami Friedman has argued, “the South’s leaders were deeply 

worried about challenges to the economic and racial status quo. Anxious to retain their power in 

the region, they escalated efforts to woo northern capital while devising new political strategies 

to preserve Jim Crow.”17 Arkansas Democrats believed that industrialization would enable 

continued political victory. When running for re-election in 1958, Faubus’s campaign ads 

claimed that “new industry” equaled “economic progress for all Arkansas.”18 One admirer wrote 

to Faubus to assure him that the creation of the AIDC would guarantee his reelection.19  

 According to Democrats, corporate investors saw the Solid South as a paragon of 

stability, a conservative political order that valued business investment. As Faubus told one 

interviewer, “business opportunities” in Arkansas rested upon a “firm foundation,” defined by 

the “stable business climate and the stable political climate of the state.”20 Faubus, writing to one 

Michigan industrialist who was considering Arkansas for a factory location, lauded the principles 

of “constitutional government and states rights in America.” The governor assured this potential 

                                                
 16 These are widely known events. For an excellent analytical overview see Manning Marable, Race, 
Reform, and Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction in Black America, 1945-1990 Third Edition (Jackson: University 
of Mississippi Press, 2007), 18, 40-41.  
 
 17 Friedman, “Exploiting the North-South Differential,” 329, 335-336. Quote on 325.  
 
 18  “Governor Faubus: A Man of Action, A Program for Progress,” Baxter Bulletin, 24 July 1958.  
 
 19  Letter from Sam L. Hunter to Orval Faubus, 23 March, 1956, Orval Faubus Papers, Series 7, Subseries 
2, Box 244, Folder 1 (Fayetteville: U of Arkansas Special Collections.)  
 
 20  Faubus’s written response to Buyers Digest Magazine Interview Questions, 9 December 1957, Orval 
Faubus Papers, Series 7, Subseries 2, Box 244, Folder 7 (Fayetteville: U of Arkansas Special Collections). 
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investor that companies were “happy with the attitude and cooperation of the local people” and 

the “fine business climate established and maintained by the state government.”21  

  One-party politics also gave Arkansas tremendous advantages in the national arena. One 

of the reasons Arkansas had failed to make major economic gains during the first postwar decade 

was that its congressmen lacked seniority.22 However, by the late 1950s, all of the state’s 

representatives had served for ten or more years in Congress. James Trimble joined the House of 

Representatives in 1945, Wilbur Mills in 1939, Oren Harris in 1941, E.C. Gathings in 1939, 

Brooks Hays in 1943, and William Norell in 1939. James William Fulbright was elected to the 

House in 1943 and then the Senate in 1945. John McClellan served in the House from 1935-1938 

and was elected to the Senate in 1942.23 Arkansas’s congressional leaders helped blunt the 

impact of the civil rights movement by acquiring millions of dollars in federal aid. As Bruce 

Schulman notes, by 1959, Arkansas received 24.1% of its state and local government revenue 

from the federal government, ranking fourth overall amongst US states.24   

 Arkansas’s congressional cadre emphasized the interconnection between federal aid and 

industrial development. To cite just a few examples, Senator Fulbright made his way to 
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Gassville, Arkansas in 1961 to witness the dedication of a federally funded water system. The 

Baxter Bulletin paraphrased Fulbright’s opinion that this “type of project…was valuable because 

it contributed to the decentralization of industry.”25 When a “California industrialist” visited 

northern Arkansas in 1967, the Baxter Bulletin reported that, “Wilbur D. Mills…felt confident 

that a federal grant and government-guaranteed loan for…a water system could be obtained.”26 

 Arkansas Democrats’ consensus on federally sponsored economic development was 

surpassed only by their unified defense of segregation. All eight of Arkansas’s congressional 

representatives signed the infamous Southern Manifesto protesting the Supreme Court’s ruling in 

Brown v. Board.27 For Arkansas Democrats, federal aid, industrial development, and Jim Crow 

were complementary.  

 In a narrow sense, the strategy was successful. Serving a record twelve years as governor, 

Orval Faubus built a formidable political machine by combining a staunch defense of 

segregation with the rabid pursuit of industrialization.28 Between 1945 and 1966, only one 

congressional incumbent (Brook Hays in 1958) would suffer electoral defeat.29 From a long-term 

                                                
 25 “More Gains in Area Predicted by Sen. Fulbright,” Baxter Bulletin, 14 December 1961.  
 
 26 “Norfork Lands Large Industry,” Baxter Bulletin, 13 July 1967.   
 
 27  National Park Service, “Desegregation of Central High School,” The Encyclopedia of Arkansas History 
and Culture, http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?search=1&entryID=718 
(accessed 1 July 2014).   
 
 28 Ben F. Johnson, III, Arkansas in Modern America, 147. 
 
 29 Several Arkansas congressmen did leave office, but not by electoral means. William Norrell served in 
Congress from 1939 to his death in 1961 due to a stroke. His wife Catherine served out his final term. Kay Goss, 
“William Frank Norrell (1896-1961) Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and Culture 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=4640 (accessed 6 May 2015); 
William Fadjo Craven served from 1939 to 1949, but decided not to seek reelection in 1948. See profile in 
Biographical Directory of the US Congress http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=C000887 
(accessed 6 May 2015). Boyd Anderson Tackett served as in the House of Representatives from 1949 to 1953, but 
his seat was redistricted out of existence. He chose to run for Arkansas Governor in 1952, eventually losing to 
Francis Cherry. Timothy P. Donovan, “Francis Adams Cherry, 1953-1955,” The Governors of Arkansas: Essays in 
Political Biography, Second Edition, eds. Timothy P. Donovan, Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., and Jeannie M. Whayne 
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1981). Info on other congressional members can be found in the 
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perspective, industrial development did not so much stabilize Arkansas’s Ancien Régime as 

ensure the longevity of its last ruling cohort. The guarantors of the one-party system remained its 

antidemocratic instruments—including the poll tax, literacy tests, and segregation.30  

  However, this all started to change in the late 1950s. The crisis precipitated by the 

desegregation of Little Rock’s Central High School undermined Arkansas Democrats’ grand 

strategy. In compliance with Brown v. Board, and in response to pressure from the NAACP, the 

Little Rock School Board initiated limited desegregation of Central High School in early 1957. 

Even this gradual approach infuriated segregationists. Responding to the clamor, Governor 

Faubus called out the Arkansas National Guard to block nine black students from entering the 

school. During September of 1957, Little Rock became a media spectacle, as white mobs 

gathered daily outside Central High School to ensure black students did not enter. In response, 

President Eisenhower called out the 101st Airborne to enforce court ordered desegregation.31  

 Not only did the incident draw unwanted attention to Arkansas’s racist system, but it also 

interfered with economic development. Because of the negative publicity generated by the public 

disorder of Little Rock’s desegregation battles, a major new industry did not locate in the state 

capitol for several years. Fearing both bad press and the threat of mass protest, corporate 

                                                                                                                                                       
following Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and Culture entries: Wendy Richter, “John L. McLellan,” Kay Goss, 
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America in the King Years, 1954-1963 (New York: Touchstone Books, 1988), 222-224; National Park Service, 
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executives steered clear of the city.32 Little Rock’s inability to lure corporate investment shifted 

the political calculus vis-à-vis capital mobility. Many Arkansans now saw racial segregation as a 

barrier to industrialization, making it difficult for Democrats to sell their snake oil to the general 

public.  

 Southern Democrats chose to marry their political regime to capital mobility and 

corporate relocation when they formed the AIDC. In doing so, they inadvertently contributed 

towards the reinvigoration of Arkansas’s decrepit Republican Party, in both general and specific 

ways. In general, the pursuit of outside industry drew attention to the one-party system’s 

deficiencies. The inevitable result of a state government built on political patronage was a 

swollen bureaucracy packed with neophytes. State administrators were wasteful and often 

corrupt, resulting in erratic public policy, revenue shortages, and skeleton social services. All of 

this dissuaded investors who desired predictable business policies, efficient services, and fiscally 

sound management. Democrats catalyzed GOP resurgence in more particular ways also. In 1955, 

Orval Faubus appointed Winthrop Rockefeller to head the AIDC. A member of one of the 

wealthiest families in America, Rockefeller used his fortune to rebuild the GOP in Arkansas.  

 Winthrop Rockefeller’s presence in Arkansas was the result of numerous random 

circumstances. Winthrop was the fifth out of six children of John D. Rockefeller Jr., the son and 

principle heir of the great magnate of American steel John D. Rockefeller, Sr. Winthrop was 

constantly overshadowed by his older siblings, especially the future governor of New York 

Nelson Rockefeller. A lackluster student who failed to complete his degree at Yale during the 

1930s, Winthrop spent his early adult life bouncing around between various family philanthropic 

and business ventures. However, after a nasty public divorce with his first wife, Winthrop 

                                                
 32 Urwin, Agenda for Reform, 25.   
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relocated to the state of Arkansas at the instigation of an army friend from his World War II 

days. Attempting to carve a space for himself away from his wealthy family, Winthrop built a 

state of the art cattle-breeding ranch, called Winrock Farms, on the top of the scenic Petit Jean 

Mountain. Governor Faubus recognized the opportunity provided by having a member of one of 

the nation’s most well-known business families living in Arkansas. In April of 1955, just one 

month after the creation of the Arkansas Industrial Development Commission, Faubus named 

Winthrop Rockefeller to serve as the organization’s first chairman.33  

 Faubus probably calculated that Rockefeller’s family and business connections would 

help Arkansas gain access to outside capital. Faubus hoped that “the magic of the name” 

Rockefeller would boost the state’s reorganized industrial development program.34 Northern 

Arkansas journalist Tom Dearmore wrote in 1955 that Rockefeller would be “in his own element 

speaking to those Wall Street financers in New York” since the “name of Rockefeller commands 

attention from the financial and business world.”35  

 Rockefeller and the AIDC business leadership completed the shift away from natural 

resource based industries. 36 Now the state’s program was focused on luring outside companies 

                                                
 33 For information on Winthrop Rockefeller’s early life and move to Arkansas, see, Cathy Kunzinger 
Urwin, Agenda for Reform: Winthrop Rockefeller as Governor of Arkansas, 1967-1971 (Fayetteville: University of 
Arkansas Press, 1991), esp., 8-20. Urwin succinctly describes the various arguments for Winthrop’s relocation to 
Arkansas on page 17.  
 
 34 Faubus quoted in Cathy Kunzinger Urwin, Agenda for Reform, 20.  
 
 35 Tom Dearmore, “Winthrop a Good Man to Send ‘Back East’” The Ozark Outlook Column, Baxter 
Bulletin, 5 May 1955.   
 
 36 Despite the change in name and management, business leaders continued to control Arkansas’s primary 
industrial development organizations. On September 15, 1960, the AIDC sponsored the Arkansas Industrial 
Expansion Conference, held at Rockefeller’s Winrock Farms. Nearly all of the “Sponsors and Observers” came from 
the state’s business community. AIDC Commissioners present included: Rockefeller himself; W.W. Campbell, Vice 
Chairman of the National Bank of Eastern Arkansas; L.L. Baxter, a representative of the Arkansas Western Gas 
Company; Leon Kuhn of the Pepsi Cola Company; W.R. Smith of the Macon Lake Gin Company; D.C. West of the 
First National Bank at Berryville; E.O. Yancey of the Security Bank of Searcy; Cecil W. Cupp, ex-officio member 
of the Arkansas Trust Company of Hot Springs; and Louis Hurley, ex-officio member of the Exchange Bank and 
Trust Company of El Dorado. Similarly, all of the members of the Arkansas Development Finance Company in 
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away from America’s urban industrial centers. In the text from a 1959 speech reprinted in the 

Arkansas Economist, Rockefeller explained that: 

For over a century now…industry has flourished in the great urban centers simply 
because there it found a concentration of workers within walking distance of the factory. 
Industry also depended on the big city for energy and water, and it often considered the 
same big city as a major market for the goods it produced. The whole history of 
industrializations then has been the history of urbanization….The established industrial 
states are now being faced, as a result of over-crowding and over-industrialization in 
metropolitan areas, with the staggering cost of urban redevelopment….When members of 
our staff knock on doors in the giant cities of the North they find industry quite conscious 
of periodic and acute labor shortages….What we in Arkansas can offer is another and 
better way of filling the growing labor needs of expanding industry.37 
 

 
Despite Rockefeller’s attack on America’s urban industrial structure, he downplayed the 

ramifications. In an effort to assuage “reproaches” from the “governor of New York”— his 

brother Nelson—Winthrop Rockefeller insisted that it was not Arkansas’s intention to “raid” 

urban firms since only “one sizeable company” had “moved its whole operation to Arkansas.” 

“In all other instances, the branch plant located in Arkansas simply represents an expansion.”38  

 However, in disavowing industrial piracy, Rockefeller masked how the dispersal of 

corporate branch plants was restructuring America’s industrial landscape. As Jefferson Cowie 

has shown, few companies moved their entire operations in one fell swoop. Rather, 

manufacturers often moved certain facets of the production process away from traditional urban 

centers to low wage, non-unionized rural areas. By breaking up their consolidated factory units, 
                                                                                                                                                       
attendance were either bankers or insurance company executives. Three representatives of the Arkansas State 
Chamber of Commerce were also present, along with four officials from the University of Arkansas system. 
Members of the Small Business Advisory Committee were present as well, along with “observers” from the 
Arkansas Bankers Association Industrial Committee and other members of the business world. “Sponsors and 
Observers, Arkansas Industrial Expansion Conference, Winrock Farms, Sept. 15, 1960.” Orval Faubus Papers, 
1910…(1939-1974), 178 MS F27 301, Series 7, Subseries 2, Box 245, Folder 2 (Fayetteville: University of 
Arkansas Special Collections). 
 
 37 Winthrop Rockefeller, “The Development of Rural Areas Through Industrialization,” The Arkansas 
Economist, Vol 2. No. 1, Fall 1959, 4-5.  
  
 38 Ibid., 7.   
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companies were able to shift jobs and capital to cheaper areas without the bad publicity and 

discontent among workers generated by outright shop closure. In this way, corporations were 

able to silently decentralize their operations during the postwar period without widespread 

knowledge of urban “deindustrialization” taking place.39   

 The AIDC did indeed target urban industrial firms. In a 1959 AIDC document, which 

contained a “Partial Confidential List of Industries” the group was targeting, firms were 

overwhelmingly from major industrial centers with over 75,000 people: Boston, Massachusetts; 

Buffalo, Long Island, and New York, NY; Milwaukee, Wisconsin (listed four times); Akron, 

Cleveland, and Cincinnati, Ohio; St. Louis, Missouri; Tulsa, Oklahoma; Chicago and 

Springfield, Illinois; Grand Rapids, Michigan; San Francisco, California; Duluth, Minnesota; 

Detroit, Michigan (listed twice); Houston, Texas; and Patterson, New Jersey. A number of small 

and medium sized cities were also listed (but far less frequently), such as: Sabina and Elyria, 

Ohio; Sheboygan, Wisconsin; Elmira and Firthville, New York; Wheatton, Illinois; Dover, 

Delaware; Cumberland, Maryland; and Council Grove, Kansas.40   

 Development boosters were largely responding to corporate policymakers. In May of 

1955, AIDC official Arthur Emmerling wrote to Winthrop Rockefeller to brief him on a recent 

meeting with W.C. Hill, a manager for the General Electric Company. Hill inquired about 

relocating the firm’s Hot Point Division to Arkansas. According to Emmerling, “Hill advised us 

of a large dispersal program for the immediate future for General Electric as a whole.” Because 

                                                
 39 Jefferson Cowie, Capital Moves: RCA’s Seventy-Year Quest for Cheap Labor (New York: The New 
Press, 1999).    
 
 40 “AIDC Confidential: Partial Confidential List of Industries with whom we are currently negotiating, 
estimated employment, locations and estimated amount of money involved, with analysis of the cases of various 
stages of development,” Orval Faubus Papers, 1910….(1939-1974), 178 MS F27 301, Series 7, Subseries 2, Box 
244, Folder 11 (Fayetteville: U of Arkansas Special Collections). It should be noted that a location was not provided 
for all firms on this document. I chose to include only those firms where a city or town was clearly identified.    
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the “many divisions of General Electric operate as individuals in full scope of operations,” the 

company could relocate component plants throughout the country. Like GE, many corporations 

disaggregated centralized operations and “dispersed” production to less populated areas.41 

 Northern Arkansas’s businessmen endorsed state level machinations. In August of 1957, 

the Baxter Bulletin’s Tom Dearmore wrote that “small to medium size towns across the nation” 

were organizing “industrial task forces” to aid “in their quest for industrial payrolls.” The town 

of Harrison sent a group of sixteen business leaders on a trip to St. Louis to lure new industry. 

Dearmore argued that “[i]ndustry hunting is becoming a national sport,” with firms “establishing 

subsidiary plants in many small towns and even moving large factories in some cases.”42  

 During his nine-year reign, Rockefeller could claim impressive results. In widely 

circulated material, Rockefeller noted that six hundred plus factories had moved to Arkansas 

under his leadership, creating roughly “90,000 new jobs, $270 million of annual payroll as a 

result of the additional jobs; approximately $100 million spent in capital construction.” All of 

this helped per capita income rise “from $960 in 1955 to approximately $1,500 in 1963.”43 These 

numbers may be a bit misleading. The US Census of Manufactures determined that Arkansas’s 

manufacturing employment rose from 79,052 in 1954 to 113, 658 in 1963, an increase of 34,606. 

(Almost certainly the discrepancy resulted from Rockefeller counting every new firm that came 

to the state, while ignoring factories that left or closed down.) Nonetheless, this still represented 

                                                
 41 Memorandum from Arthur Emmerling to Winthrop Rockefeller, 26 May 1955, AIDC-General 
Correspondence, 1955-1960 (File 6 of 6),Winthrop Rockefeller Collection, RGI Box, 95, File 1F (U of Arkansas 
Little Rock Center for Arkansas History and Culture).   
 
 42 Tom Dearmore, “Industry Seekers,” Ozark Outlook Column, Baxter Bulletin, 8 August 1957.   
 
 43 Winthrop Rockefeller Biographical Information, May 18, 1964, WR Collection, RG/Series III, Box 3, 
File 1: GOP Files: Campaign Materials, 1962 (UALR Center for Arkansas History and Culture).   
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a 44% increase in employment, while manufacturing payrolls nearly doubled from $221,763,000 

to $439,572,000.44 

 Rockefeller used the state’s industrial program to enhance his reputation within Arkansas. 

A private opinion poll carried out in 1961 by Belden Associates, a Dallas based firm, found that 

Rockefeller was the second most well known person in Arkansas (with 93% of residents having 

“heard or read something about” him), trailing only Governor Faubus. According to the same 

report, the public’s opinion of Rockefeller was very positive.45 Rockefeller used this popularity 

to launch a political career, marshaling his vast fortune to rebuild Arkansas’s Republican Party.  

 Rockefeller encountered a beleaguered Republican Party. According to V.O. Key, the 

southern Republican leadership did not historically aim to win elections. Rather, those who 

controlled the party machinery hoped to dominate patronage when the GOP controlled the White 

House and influence the nominating process at the national convention. Republican officials kept 

the party small to minimize challengers and maximize the spoils.46 In Arkansas, some GOP 

leaders voiced ambitions to expand the party’s following, but whether as a result of conscious 

strategy or political impotence, the Republican Party achieved little electoral success. In 1942, 

the party could not even find a candidate to oppose the Democratic gubernatorial nominee 

                                                
 44 “Arkansas, Manufacturing Employment Statistics for State and Standard Metropolitan Areas,” Table 1, 
4-4. 1963 Census of Manufactures, Volume 11I: Area Statistics. US Bureau of the Census (Washington D.C.: US 
Government Printing Office, 1966). 
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Homer Adkins. Many Republican leaders also remained unwilling, in the words of one historian, 

“to open up the political process to those outside the GOP hierarchy.”47   

 When Rockefeller moved to Arkansas in 1953, two men controlled the state Republican 

Party: Osro Cobb, the Arkansas Republican Party chairman, and Wallace Townsend, Republican 

national committeeman. Both had served for decades. Cobb, a Little Rock lawyer, had been a 

dedicated Republican since the 1920s, serving as one of the few party members in the Arkansas 

House of Representatives from 1926 to 1930. Cobb became chairman of the Arkansas GOP in 

1932, a position he held for over twenty years.48 Also a lawyer by trade, Townsend was the 

party’s legal counsel during the 1910s, aligning himself with the “lily white” faction who purged 

African Americans in a foolhardy attempt to win over the white majority. Townsend became 

national committeeman in 1928, serving for thirty-three years.49  

 A power vacuum emerged in the early 1960s that allowed Rockefeller to position himself 

at the head of the party. In 1955, Osro Cobb stepped down from his position as the state party 

chairman to become the U.S. attorney for Arkansas’s Eastern District.50 A few years later, in 

1961, Townsend followed suit. Upon exiting as national committeeman, Townsend picked 

Winthrop Rockefeller as his successor.51 The Arkansas Gazette argued that the “Townsend-

                                                
 47  Billy Burton Hathorn, “The Republican Party in Arkansas, 1920-1982, Volume 1.”, 68, 78, Quote on 
102.  
 48 Aaron W. Rogers, “Osro Cobb,” The Encyclopedia or Arkansas History and Culture, 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=5693 (accessed 2 July 2014). 
  
 49 Charles Rector, “Wallace Townsend,” The Encyclopedia or Arkansas History and Culture 
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2846 (accessed 2 July 2014).  
 
 50 Aaron W. Rogers, “Osro Cobb,” The Encyclopedia or Arkansas History and Culture 
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Rockefeller shift” reflected a desire to “convert it [the GOP] into an active political force.”52 

Rockefeller and his allies were convinced in the words of one associate, that “the Republican 

machinery in the state needs a complete overhauling.”53 

 Rockefeller reinvigorated the Republican Party’s electoral ambitions as well as its 

political ideals. Winthrop attempted to convince more Republicans to run for state offices and 

marshaled his vast fortune to bankroll GOP campaigns. Hoping to foster grassroots politics, 

Rockefeller promoted GOP committees in every county.54 Concomitantly, Rockefeller attempted 

to wrestle control of the party from rightist elements. Rockefeller’s foes, primarily state 

committee chairman William Spicer, wanted to keep the party small so as to control patronage 

and favored the conservative wing of the national GOP. Rockefeller, on the other hand, hoped to 

create a moderate Republican Party with broad appeal. During the early 1960s, the two sides 

battled for control of the state party. By 1964, Rockefeller had gained the upper hand, allowing 

him to determine the party’s direction.55  

 Winthrop’s main contribution to Arkansas’s GOP was the construction of a “pro-growth” 

political ideology defined by racial moderation, business friendly economic policies, opposition 
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to organized labor, and the pursuit of federal development funds.56 Winthrop’s approach was 

captured in speeches, memorandums, campaign literature, personal correspondence, and a series 

of policy pamphlets, titled “Where I Stand…” and “This I Believe.” Rockefeller also helped 

found several organizations, such as the Committee for a Two Party System and the Mobilization 

of Rockefeller Election (M.O.R.E), which served as his political mouthpieces.   

 From the very beginning, Rockefeller chose to stake his political future on industrial 

growth and economic development. In the 1961 Belden Associates poll, the final report showed 

that when voters were presented with a slew of social, economic, and political positions, they 

offered “the largest favorable reaction” to “a candidate who ‘would know how to bring in more 

industry to all parts of Arkansas’.” The report concluded that the “industrialization of the State 

can probably be turned into one of the most powerful vote-getting images that a candidate could 

have” and that this was a “built in asset…for Rockefeller.”57  

 During the early-to-mid 1960s, Rockefeller cast himself as a pragmatic businessman 

turned moderate politician. Rockefeller’s political philosophy rested on a forceful indictment of 

the one-party system. One-party politics, according to Rockefeller, was wasteful, inefficient, and 

corrupt.58 State politicians owed their positions to small cliques of local elites who delivered 

                                                
 56 Historians and scholars have been divided on how to characterize Rockefeller’s politics. Cathy Urwin, 
the foremost authority on Winthrop Rockefeller, portrays him as a “moderate” Republican located ideologically 
somewhere between Barry Goldwater and his liberal Republican brother Nelson. As suggested by the title of her 
book Agenda for Reform, Urwin portrays Winthrop Rockefeller primarily as a “reformer” dedicated to fighting 
corruption and cleaning up Arkansas politics. While I agree with many of Urwin’s conclusions, I argue that 
Rockefeller’s reformist impulses and moderatism were not ideologically neutral, but rather part and parcel of a 
political philosophy dedicated to corporate style governance and business friendly policies.  
 
 57 “A Study of Voter Opinion in Arkansas,” February 8-15, 1961, Belden Associates Marketing Research, 
pg. x, WR Collection, RG/Series III, Box 1, File 3B: GOP Files Belden Associates, Voter Opinion, 1961 (UALR 
Center for Arkansas History and Culture).   
 
 58  A good illustration of this point can be found in Winthrop Rockefeller, “This I Believe: Statement of 
Belief #8,” Winthrop Rockefeller Collection, RGIII, Box 3, File 4: M.O.R.E. (Mobilization for Rockefeller Election 
Materials) (UALR Center for Arkansas History and Culture).   
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votes at election time.59 Because of this, one-party politics was prone to influence peddling and 

intimidation. Rockefeller once called Arkansas a place where “the theme of voting…is a theme 

of fear.”60 Moreover, elected officials awarded local powerbrokers and their clients various 

government posts as political quid pro quo. Inexperienced at running government agencies and 

prone to graft, Rockefeller claimed, these political cronies wasted millions of dollars. This 

squandering of resources made it impossible for the state to improve its underfunded social 

services.61 All of these characteristics were exacerbated by Faubus’s unprecedented twelve-year 

tenure, which allowed him to pack agencies with supporters to create a powerful machine.62   

 The “two-party system” became Rockefeller’s central slogan, issue, and platform. 

Rockefeller and other proponents believed that competitive two-party politics would solve many 

of Arkansas’s ills. With two parties monitoring each other, corruption and graft would be 

eliminated. A robust two-party system would lead to honest elections, since a partisan balance of 

power would allow neither group to control electoral machinery or manipulate votes. Arkansas 

would become a democratic system where “two strong parties” with well-defined “party goals” 

                                                
 59 Key, Southern Politics in State and Nation.   
 
 60  Television Address By Winthrop Rockefeller, April 14, 1962, RGIV, Box 382, File 2: Speeches (WR), 
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would make “serious issues…the basis of political campaigns.” Rather than local cabals picking 

their favorite candidates, parties with well-defined positions would compete for the electorate.63  

 Rockefeller’s reformist vision was connected to his business background. In Winthrop’s 

conception, a two-party system would usher in an era of technocratic governance operating along 

business principles. Rockefeller summed up his grand vision in 1966 when he stated, “I am 

convinced that millions of dollars can be saved for the taxpayers…when decisions are based on 

good sound business practices instead of politics and incompetence.”64 Believing that excessive 

patronage had bloated Arkansas’s bureaucracy, Rockefeller envisioned a broad reorganization of 

state government in order “to cut down on waste and inefficiency.” Accounting and budgetary 

practices would be updated and many departments would be consolidated or eliminated.65 

Remaining agencies would be removed from political manipulation and granted autonomy. 

Professionals with expertise would oversee these institutions, insuring sound management.66  

 Political reform and economic development were inextricably linked. Good government 

would create rational public policy defined by “fiscal integrity,” “efficient state government,” 

                                                
 63  Quote in “The Advantages of a Two Party State,” Vote! Republican Pamphlet, Winthrop Rockefeller 
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 65  Untitled Speech, January 6, 1965, WR Collection, RGIV, Box 382, File 5: Speeches (WR), January-
March 1965 (UALR Center for Arkansas History and Culture).  
 
 66 “If He Is Elected Rockefeller Promises to Use ‘Professionals’,” Arkansas Democratic, 30 April 1966; 
Committee For the Two Party System Press Release, July 11, 1964, WR Collection, RG III, Box 15, File 3: GOP 
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and “businesslike accounting.” 67 As noted by the Committee for a Two-Party System, two-party 

politics would steady an “unstable” state legislature that often enacted “punitive legislation 

against particular groups or industries.” Presumably, these changes would appeal to corporate 

investors and business leaders who desired predictability and transparency. Under two-party rule, 

“political favoritism” would no longer dictate the awarding of government contracts, and state 

employees would be “more conservative in their use of taxpayers money for expense account.”68 

With the elimination of excess and graft, Arkansas could afford to improve its infrastructure and 

social services while keeping taxes low. As Rockefeller noted in one editorial, “I am convinced 

we can begin a systematic improvement of existing roads without any new taxes” if the state 

were to “change operating procedures” and “replace influence peddling with professionalism in 

the Highway Commission.”69 Rockefeller offered business a magical formula for improving 

services without raising taxes. In total, as one advertisement explained, “A truly-competitive 

two-party system will make Arkansas even more attractive to outside industry.”70 

 In every policy area, Rockefeller attempted to chart a “middle-of-the-road” path that 

emphasized economic growth and industrial development, while avoiding right wing reaction 

and New Deal liberalism. According to John Ward, Rockefeller’s director of public relations, 

                                                
 67 Statement of Belief #6, Winthrop Rockefeller, “This I Believe,” Winthrop Rockefeller Collection, RGIII, 
Box 3, File 4: M.O.R.E. (Mobilization of Rockefeller Election Materials) (UALR Center for Arkansas History and 
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 69 Winthrop Rockefeller, “Let’s Talk Arkansas—Column #4,” 12 September 1966, WR Collection, RG III, 
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RG/Series III, Box 3, File 3: GOP Files: Campaign Materials, 1964 (UALR Center for Arkansas History and 
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Winthrop would tell people who questioned where “he stood between” the Nelson Rockefeller 

and Barry Goldwater camps, “That’s just what I do. I stand between Nelson and Goldwater.”71 

 On labor policy, Rockefeller rarely engaged with the issue of unionization, instead 

focusing on job growth. Noting that it was “the responsibility of the state to insure the creation of 

full and rewarding jobs for all,” Rockefeller asserted that “the goals of labor” would be met 

“through accelerated industrial expansion.” Rockefeller also affirmed his support of the state’s 

right-to-work law as a necessary industrial enticement.72 Economic development served as 

Rockefeller’s barometer for labor issues. But Rockefeller avoided the vitriolic language that anti-

labor ideologues relished. Rockefeller rarely, if ever, spoke of labor union corruption or 

racketeering, instead arguing that industrial growth would meet the needs of the working class. 

In published material, Rockefeller and the GOP avoided even using the terms “union” or 

“organized labor,” favoring the more universal language of “worker” and “labor.” Implying that 

while Republicans did not support unions, they did represent workers through job creation.73    

 On what he termed the “question of civil rights-race relations,” Rockefeller’s position 

was the most equivocal, reflecting a desire to avoid firm stances on an explosive subject.74 Prior 

                                                
 71  John L. Ward, The Arkansas Rockefeller (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1978), 34. 
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Winthrop and his associates, as well as journalists and even Democratic opponents. 
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 74 Television Speech, September 14, 1964, WR Collection, RGIV, Box 382, File 3: Speeches (WR), 1964 
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to entering partisan politics, Rockefeller had claimed to be “sympathetic to the integration 

philosophy,”75 and spoke proudly of his own association with the national Urban League.76 

However, by the mid 1960s, Rockefeller had changed his tone. When asked on Meet the Press 

whether he would run for office as an “integrationist”, Rockefeller answered evasively: “I have 

always been a moderate…and I think I continue to be a moderate.” At the same time, Rockefeller 

came out against the Civil Rights Act of 1964 while it was being debated in Congress. 

Attempting not to alienate white traditionalists or African Americans, Rockefeller claimed he 

supported the “moral objective of the law,” but that he feared the “police powers” the legislation 

granted to the national government.77 Wanting to be labeled neither a segregationist nor 

integrationist, Rockefeller criticized civil rights reform as an act of federal overreach.   

 But Rockefeller remained steadfast in his opposition to massive resistance, arguing 

throughout his career that violent repression harmed Arkansas’s industrial project. In the lead up 

to the Little Rock Crisis, Rockefeller had pleaded with Faubus not to obstruct enrollment of 

black students.78 In October of 1957, Rockefeller went public with his position, as the New York 

Times reported, “that the integration violence had damaged the state’s economic prospects.”79 

Rockefeller maintained this basic stance throughout his career. In 1960, as part of the effort to 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 75 “Politics Talked by Rockefeller,” New York Post, 14 October 1959.   
 
 76 “Remarks by Winthrop Rockefeller at Spelman College,” June 1, 1959, WR Collection, RG/Series IV, 
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undermine Brown v. Board, segregationists managed to get a constitutional amendment, via the 

initiative system, on the Arkansas ballot. The measure would have closed all public schools in 

Arkansas and mandated student enrollment in private and parochial institutions. But Rockefeller 

opposed this measure on economic grounds, arguing that, “business leaders…are all 

tremendously interested in what kind of educational system we have here in the State of 

Arkansas.” If the amendment were to pass, Rockefeller said, “corporate leaders who are 

contemplating Arkansas…would hesitate to ask their technicians and others to come here.”80 For 

Rockefeller, racism was bad for business.  

 Perhaps most indicative of Rockefeller’s political philosophy was his position on federal 

expenditures. Much like northern Arkansas’s business community, Rockefeller refused to 

kowtow to free market ideologues and disavow federal spending. Though affirming the 

importance of state governments, Winthrop noted in one speech that, “It does no good to criticize 

the federal government unless we can offer a constructive alternative. The federal government 

doesn’t have to be our enemy. There are many fine programs sponsored by the federal 

government which greatly benefit Arkansas.”81 According to the Arkansas Gazette, Rockefeller 

was aware of the reality that, “A man might insist that he is a ’conservative,’ yet under 

questioning advocate getting all he can out of Washington.”82 Rockefeller supported federal 

spending on education and other areas related to economic development. While being 

interviewed on Meet the Press, Rockefeller was asked how he felt about federal assistance for 
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classroom construction. He responded that “federal aid” would “have its place in the scheme of 

things because there are areas within the states that are incapable of helping themselves.”83 This 

was consistent with Rockefeller’s constant assertion that industrialization necessitated major 

educational improvements.84 Given his pragmatic, pro-growth approach, it is no surprise that 

Rockefeller promoted rural industrial development. 

 Rural industrialization represented a major lynchpin of Rockefeller’s economic vision. In 

1959, he gave a speech titled “The Development of Rural Areas Through Industrialization.” 

Rockefeller depicted a countryside economy in flux, where “low income” rural areas suffered 

from widespread blight caused by the death of the “40-acre farm.” To solve this problem, 

Rockefeller supported the mass decentralization of urban industrial firms to rural and small-town 

Arkansas. As a result of urban “overcrowding,” many expanding companies looked to open 

branch plants in places with large supplies of cheap labor and access to “growing markets.” With 

recently renovated roads, schools, and hospitals, along with modern infrastructure and utilities, 

rural communities could offer amenities comparable to larger places. In Rockefeller’s opinion, 

towns with a few thousand people were the central locus for new manufacturing plants. Factories 

located in trading centers had the largest economic impact, pulling in workers from the 

surrounding countryside and supporting a broad geographic area. By commuting long distances, 

the rural working class could make a living while propping up the larger countryside economy.  

 Rockefeller described how industrialization would allow the former farm population to 

maintain some semblance of a rural lifestyle. By directing manufacturers to the countryside, the 
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AIDC helped to “fulfill the hopes of many of these fine people who want to stay on their land.” 

With nearby manufacturing plants, many farmers would be able to “supplement” agricultural 

income with factory paychecks. As Rockefeller argued, employees could “commute from the 

farm homes to industrial jobs located in the towns and smaller cities,” allowing them to “be 

happy in the small communities they know and love.”85 Rockefeller offered an optimistic 

assessment, framing industrialization as an ideal accommodation for displaced agrarians.  

 Rural industrial development was a constant theme in Rockefeller’s speeches during the 

late 1950s and early 1960s. As he noted in 1957, “[W]e have had the good fortune of seeing 

industry spreading over the state, not looking only for the more populated areas.”86 Rockefeller 

publicized that the over six hundred new factories established during his AIDC tenure were 

“scattered throughout the state in a deliberate effort to bring industry…to the small communities 

and rural areas that had heretofore been almost entirely dependent on farming.”87 

 During his nine years as head of the AIDC, Rockefeller’s vigorous promotion of rural 

industrial development fostered a popular following among northern Arkansas’s business 

community. “Ozark towns seem to be among the most enthusiastic converts to the gospel of 
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economic progress being spread by the newly-created Arkansas Industrial Development 

Commission headed by Winthrop Rockefeller,” wrote Tom Dearmore.88 When Winthrop visited 

Mountain Home in October of 1961, hundreds of residents packed into the courthouse to hear 

him speak.89 In fact, Rockefeller’s worldview most likely grew out of his interactions with local 

elites while helming the AIDC. As Rockefeller told a group of Nashville business leaders in 

1965, “In the exchange of ideas with local leaders…I have learned a great deal...This exchange 

of information…is the only way we Arkansans can forge a successful future.”90  

 When Rockefeller cast his hat into the electoral ring, much of his support came from rural 

northern Arkansas. After years of speculation and prodding, Rockefeller decided to run for 

governor in 1964. Rockefeller faced a formidable opponent in Orval Faubus, who was seeking 

his sixth consecutive term. By the early 1960s, Winthrop’s party building activities had agitated 

Faubus. As the governor wrote to one Little Rock resident in November of 1962, “many people” 

feel that Rockefeller’s “role as an Arkansas businessman and member of the Democratic 

administration…is not compatible with his role of active [Republican] political leadership.”91 

Rockefeller and his subordinates received increasing flack from Faubus and the state legislature. 

In early 1964, Rockefeller resigned his post and filed to run for governor.92 

  The campaign was a bloody affair with the Faubus camp lampooning Rockefeller’s 

wealth and former “playboy” status, while drawing attention to Winthrop’s divorce and taste for 
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 90 Winthrop Rockefeller, “Speech to Nashville Business Leaders,” 1, WR Collection, UALR, RGIV, Box 
382, File 10 (UALR Center for Arkansas History and Culture).   
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whiskey. Rockefeller’s camp was also plagued by infighting and inexperience. But all of this 

mattered less than the fact that the Democrats controlled the ballot box. Post-election, 

Republican officials attempted to inspect Madison County’s voting records in search of 

irregularities. They were rebuffed by the county clerk and subjected to physical assaults for their 

efforts. When GOP representatives continued to press the issue, appealing to the court system for 

redress, the records conveniently went missing.93  

 While on the campaign trail, Rockefeller made a stop in the northern Arkansas town of 

Harrison. While there, he promised residents that if elected he would clean up the state 

government and put an end to wasteful cronyism. “If given the opportunity to serve you as 

governor,” Rockefeller explained, “we [the GOP] will plan, establish goals and run our 

government on a business-like basis, not on political favoritism.” Surely, this message found a 

warm reception among local business leaders.94 John Ward wrote in his biography of Winthrop 

that Harry Ashmore, the editor of the Arkansas Gazette, believed that Rockefeller’s “reputation 

as a chamber of commerce progressive…would serve him well in the small towns.”95 

 In the end, Rockefeller garnered a respectable 43% of the vote, the highest total for any 

Republican candidate since the nineteenth century. Still, he could not manage to overcome 

Faubus’s political machine. But Rockefeller scored a major victory in the Ozarks. Although 

Rockefeller carried only ten counties, he won majorities in nearly all of rural northern Arkansas, 
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including Baxter, Boone, Carroll, Marion, and Searcy counties. In fact, Rockefeller’s largest 

margins of victory in the entire state came in Searcy (60.9%) and Baxter (56.4%) counties.96 

Winthrop’s was not the only GOP victory in the region. O.D. Pendergrass, a resident of 

Mountain Home, was the only Republican (Baxter Co.) elected to the Arkansas legislature.97 

 While northern Arkansans cast their votes for the moderate Rockefeller, they showed 

little interest in Barry Goldwater’s right wing presidential candidacy. Goldwater managed the 

exact same results as Rockefeller, capturing 43 percent of the vote and ten total counties. But 

Goldwater’s support came from reactionary areas within the state. Goldwater won mostly Black 

Belt counties, such as Ashley (56.3%), Howard (55.5%), Union (54.9%), Arkansas, (54.1), 

Columbia (53.5%), and Drew (51.4%). Metropolitan Sebastian County, home of the rapidly 

expanding city of Fort Smith, was the only other county that Goldwater won by a significant 

margin.98 Goldwater’s appeal in Fort Smith mimicked other booming suburban areas, such as 

Orange County.99 Northern Arkansas voters embraced Rockefeller, but forcefully rejected 

Goldwater by giving Lyndon Johnson 54.8%.100 Northern Arkansas reflected the behavior of the 
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mainstream business community. Though suspicious of liberalism, as Kim Phillips-Fein has 

argued, many corporate executives saw Goldwater as an extremist and cast their lot with LBJ.101  

 Several developments would enable a GOP breakthrough in the late 1960s. After years of 

struggle, the Civil Rights Movement achieved major legislative victories with the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. These and other reforms helped undermine the 

one-party system in Arkansas. Rural industrialization boomed during the 1960s, as major 

corporations chose to locate factories and branch plants in smaller communities throughout the 

nation. The acquisition of industry generated enthusiasm for Republicans’ political ideology. 

Finally, Rockefeller’s ideas were translated for northern Arkansas’s small-town business class by 

one of their own, John Paul Hammerschmidt. In 1964, Hammerschmidt became the Arkansas 

Republican Party state chairman. From this position he launched a successful campaign to 

become Arkansas’s first GOP congressman since Reconstruction. 

 

Rebranding Iowa’s Republican Party and the Urban-Rural Divide  

 Following the implosion of modern Republicanism after Leo Hoegh’s defeat in 1956, the 

Iowa GOP embraced a pro-business philosophy that closely resembled that of small-town 

business leaders. Industrial growth and economic development became the central organizing 

principles of Republican policy. The GOP proposed to remake the state government into an ally 

of corporate America, altering tax structures, legal codes, and labor laws to spur private sector 

growth. Like local boosters, GOP officials argued that these were necessary policies for 

combating the crisis that gripped the American countryside.  
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 The GOP embraced new corporate-friendly motifs as industrial boosters recruited 

corporate branch plants from urban centers. Unlike Arkansas, however, Iowa conducted no grand 

institutional renaming or dramatic hiring to mark the shift towards factory relocation. Reports 

released by the Iowa Development Commission in 1957 and 1958 made clear that the change 

occurred nonetheless. The group worked hard to “impress the name of the State…on the 

industrial segment of our country” and promoted community development initiatives to “offer 

location advantages to manufacturing prospects.”102 By 1958, it was standard for the IDC to send 

“industrial field representatives” to nearby urban centers, such as Chicago, to “call 

on…prospects and suspects.” On one such trip, IDC officials Robert Cannon and Walter 

Williams met with over twenty different businesses.103  

  By the late 1950s, Iowa Republicanism revolved around industrial development.  

Resolutions adopted at the 1958 Republican State Convention show the all-encompassing pursuit 

of capital investment. “Iowa is at a crossroads,” the GOP proclaimed. “Iowa no longer is just an 

agricultural state. Nor, of course, is it an industrial state. It is an agricultural state which must 

become more industrialized for balanced growth.” With “rural areas” suffering from “declining 

population,” the Republican Party proposed to increase state funding to schools, hospitals, and 

recreational facilities not only to improve Iowa’s quality of life, but also to help “in determining 

the location of industry.” The GOP also championed infrastructural and utility improvements, 

such as “the extension of gas and electric services” and the “continuing growth of our 

transportation system.” But Republicans promised fiscal responsibility in achieving these goals.  
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 Republicans planned to pay for these improvements in a business-friendly manner. “If 

Iowa is to meet the needs of the people—the bill must be paid,” the GOP acknowledged. 

Republicans proposed to fund infrastructural and institutional improvements by raising the sales 

tax. Promising to “stop Democrat deficit spending” without increasing property and income 

taxes, the Republican Party aimed to shift the burden onto working and middle class consumers. 

Increasing business or corporate taxes was so far removed from their thinking as not to receive 

mention. Republicans also called on Iowa’s communities to engage in rational economic 

planning, promoting “the enactment of coordinated planning and zoning laws which provide for 

and encourage proper location of industrial sites within and near our communities.” 

 The Republican Party took a combative stance towards organized labor. Under modern 

Republicans, the GOP had attempted to incorporate labor unions within their governing coalition 

by offering concessions, including the union shop. After organized labor shifted their allegiance 

to the Democrats, Iowa Republicans took a hardline on unionization. In their party resolutions, 

the GOP proclaimed that, “We endorse the Iowa right to work law as it now exists because it has 

protected the rights of the individual working man and has been a great contributing factor in the 

creation of job opportunities and industrial growth in Iowa.” The Iowa Republican Party now 

argued that union rights were an impediment to industrialization. They also discursively divorced 

the “individual working man” from organized labor, arguing that the GOP’s job creation 

initiatives benefited working people by circumscribing union power.104  

 It was not coincidental that Republican positions came to parallel the political 

sensibilities of the small-town business class. During the late 1950s and early 1960s, the GOP 
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abandoned its big tent political strategy. Organized labor and urban voters absconded to the 

Democratic Party in 1956, putting an end to Republican hegemony. The 1958 election affirmed 

that this shift was most likely permanent, as Herschel Loveless won 60.2 % of the vote in Des 

Moines and 59.5% in cities with more than 50,000 residents. That same year urbanites gave 

Democratic congressional candidates healthy majorities as well. In contrast, small-town voters 

living in communities of less than 10,000 people remained loyal Republicans in 1958. In 

communities with populations between 1,000 and 10,000, Democrats never garnered more than 

44.8% of the vote, and often substantially less.105 Republican politicians made a concerted effort 

to consolidate their voting base by embracing small-town business values.  

 Norman Erbe was a key figure in the Republican Party’s business friendly rebranding. 

Born in Boone, Iowa in 1919, Erbe participated in World War II as both a US army infantry 

officer and an Air Force pilot. Following the war, Erbe returned home, attending the University 

of Iowa where he completed his undergraduate studies before enrolling in law school. During the 

1950s, Erbe held various public posts, including the county attorney for Boone County, special 

assistant to the Iowa Highway Commission, and Iowa’s attorney general during Herschel 

Loveless’s administration.106   

 Erbe used his position as state attorney general to launch a successful bid to obtain the 

GOP gubernatorial nomination in 1960. At the 1960 Republican convention, Erbe offered a 

blueprint for Iowa’s future. Erbe lamented the “impoverishing effect” that the outmigration of 

thousands of young people every year had on the state, explaining that the “massive shift of 
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population out of agriculture” had cast a pall over Iowa’s economic future. But Erbe saw these 

not as economic issues, but political problems. Iowa could solve its perpetual rural crisis by 

creating a “stable political climate” that fostered industrialization. For Erbe, the “role of 

government” was to “establish conditions” that would make Iowa’s towns and cities “attractive 

sites for the investment of job-creating capital.” Capital investment could only be achieved 

through the “administration of laws” that would reform Iowa’s tax code to ensure fair business 

treatment and a predictable atmosphere for investors, while also increasing aid for schools and 

roads. Though Erbe endorsed a statist agenda, he made clear that the government would not put 

people to work, since jobs could only be created by “the investment of private capital in private 

business.”  

 Erbe directed his appeal towards rural and small-town communities. Proclaiming that a 

“republican victory” would send a message to outside manufacturers, Erbe promised that his 

administration would “bend every effort to encourage the location of industries where they are 

needed in the smaller communities over our State.” Iowa’s towns could provide the “requisites 

for modern industry,” since community improvement initiatives had produced “good schools, 

excellent transportation facilities, abundant power and water supplies.” Under Erbe, rural 

industrialization became a pillar of Republicanism. Taking a page out of small-town boosters’ 

playbook, Iowa’s GOP aimed to reconstruct state government to maximize capital investment.107 

 In his 1960 campaign material, Erbe argued that he would manage the tax burden while 

simultaneously improving Iowa’s schools and highways. In the state road program, Erbe 

promised to end political cronyism and favoritism, ensuring that road building was “based on 
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need, rather than on political factors.” Under his leadership, he promised that state and local 

government would be “economical,” operating with greater “efficiency” and “sensible 

purchasing practices.” Erbe also promised to attack government waste.108   

 These policies were meant to appeal to small-town business leaders and the non-farm, 

rural electorate who were invested in industrial development and manufacturing growth. As one 

astute observer noted in 1962, “For year the Republicans have relied upon their strength in the 

county seat-towns of 10,000 or less to off-set any in-roads the Democrats might make in the 

more populous counties.”109 In 1960, Erbe managed to return the Republican Party to the 

governor’s mansion by unifying the small-town electorate. While the Democratic candidate 

carried Iowa’s urban areas, Erbe won nearly 59% of the vote in Iowa’s communities with 

populations between 1,000 and 10,0000. In that same year, the GOP’s presidential candidate 

Richard Nixon garnered more than 60% of the small-town vote in the exact same categories.110  

 During his governorship, Erbe enacted much of his pro-business platform. When running 

for re-election in 1962, Erbe argued that he had “increased state aid to schools 25%” while also 

achieving a multi-million dollar “surplus in the state treasury.” Erbe had also “[i]ncreased 

emphasis on industrial development” while promoting the business principles of “economy and 

efficiency in state government.” 111 Erbe lauded his administration for building roads, bringing 

modern accounting practices to government, and creating an economic planning program within 
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the IDC.112 Reflecting their capitalist rationality, Iowa’s Republican Party sent out campaign 

literature informing voters that the “Erbe administration needed only 7 cents of every revenue 

dollar to run the state government,” noting that “[a]ny private businessman would love to have 

such a low administrative expense.”113  

 The Republican resurgence under Erbe was short-lived. While the GOP rebuilt itself into 

a pro-business institution, the voting power of the small-town electorate was not enough to 

combat the strength of Iowa’s growing urban centers. In 1962, Erbe was ousted after one term by 

the Democratic challenger Harold Hughes. While Erbe won only 47.4 percent of the statewide 

vote, he continued to carry the small-town electorate. Small-town voters remained loyal 

throughout the state and in southern Iowa. In southern Iowa’s county courthouse seats, Erbe 

defeated Hughes 6,062 to 5,746, or 51.4 percent to 48.6 percent. In Centerville, where industrial 

promotion flourished, Erbe won 53.2 percent to Hughes’s 46.8 percent. However, small-town 

votes were no match for Hughes’s substantial majorities (61.6 percent in Des Moines) in Iowa’s 

urban centers. This trend held in national as well as state elections. In presidential and 

congressional elections, Democrats did best in 1960 and 1962 in Iowa’s larger cities, while 

Republicans ran strongest in in small towns.114 Taken from a broader perspective, Erbe’s 1960 

gubernatorial victory represented a brief interregnum in what was otherwise twelve years of 

Democratic gubernatorial dominance between 1956 and 1968. 
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 Small-town boosters and the GOP spent much of the 1960s on the defensive. Behind the 

leadership of John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, America entered what some historians have 

termed its “liberal hour.” According G. Calvin Mackenzie and Robert Weisbrot, the early-to-mid 

1960s represented the culmination of America’s postwar reformist spirit. Buoyed by 

unprecedented national prosperity, liberalism and its institutional vehicle the Democratic Party 

achieved the height of their power. A wave of legislation washed over the country in an effort to 

end racial segregation, combat poverty and inequality, neutralize gender discrimination, fight 

communism abroad, and install environmental and consumer protections.115 For small-town 

business Republicans, the “liberal hour” was sixty long minutes out of power.    

 During this period, small-town leaders and the GOP attempted to maintain their position 

by defending institutional safeguards that maximized the political power of rural areas, 

especially the state’s system of political apportionment. Reapportionment emerged as a national 

political issue for obvious reasons. The dramatic shift in population from rural, small-town areas 

to metropolitan centers had created a glaring problem in political representation. Many state 

legislatures were modeled on the American Congress, basing one house on population and the 

other on area (primarily counties). Often, state constitutions granted each county at least one 

representative in the lower house. As a result of constitutional amendments passed in 1904 and 

1928, Iowa suffered from extreme malapportionment. While Iowa senatorial districts were 

ostensibly based on population, individual counties could not have more than one senator, an 

arrangement that hampered the voting power of urban centers. In the Iowa house, all ninety-nine 
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counties had one seat, with the nine most populated counties given an extra representative. As a 

whole, rural counties were substantially overrepresented within this system.116 

 In Iowa, reapportionment took on added political significance because of the urban-rural 

cleavage that had developed by the 1960s. As Harlan Hahn has argued, not only did the state 

exhibit traditional city versus country animus, but partisanship also coincided with this divide. 

Labor unions were centralized in Des Moines, Cedar Rapids, and other population centers, which 

along with the support of urban progressives, meant that Democrats ran strongest in cities 

throughout the 1960s. In what the US census termed “nonmetropolitan” counties, small-town 

business interests dictated local politics, resulting in Republican electoral majorities for most of 

the decade. All of this meant that conflicts between labor and business interests, as well as the 

national divide between the Democratic New Deal coalition and its Republican opposition, were 

highly spatialized. Battles over reapportionment were a proxy for larger wars.117  

 Reflecting these interests, small-town business leaders fought to minimize the impact of 

reapportionment. By the early 1960s, it was apparent that reapportionment would take place in 

some fashion. Local boosters aimed to maintain the power of less populated areas as much as 

possible by supporting the Shaff Plan. Named after its architect, state senator David O. Shaff, the 

plan would increase urban representation, while leaving smaller counties in control of the overall 

system. The Iowa House of Representatives would shrink from one hundred-and-eight to ninety-

nine seats, with each county accorded only one representative. The state senate would increase 

from fifty to fifty-eight seats, with new districts based primarily on population. Though the plan 

failed to pass in 1959, the Republican dominated legislature approved the measure in 1961. Since 
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reapportionment required a constitutional amendment, the measure had to go through Iowa’s 

tortuous process, which required that an amendment pass the legislature in the exact same form 

in two consecutive sessions before being voted on by the people. 118  

 Between 1961 and 1963, supporters and opponents of the Shaff Plan marshaled their 

forces. Reflecting the state’s spatio-political divide, Democrats opposed the measure, while 

Republicans backed it. City folks obviously disliked the Shaff Plan, while those living in less 

populated areas favored it. The Iowa Farm Bureau Federation and Iowa Manufacturers 

Association pledged their support to the Shaff Plan, while organized labor denounced it.119 

 Small-town business leaders applauded the Shaff Plan as a reasonable solution to one of 

Iowa’s major political issues. Local boosters recognized that rural areas would lose voting power 

under the Shaff plan, but that loss was nothing compared to alternative solutions that threatened 

to restructure both legislative houses solely on the basis of population. The Creston News 

Advertiser endorsed the Shaff Plan, arguing that it was based on the “historic American principle 

of one house of area, one of population,” which offered an appropriate “check and balance” by 

ensuring minority rights and democratic ideals.120  

 In March of 1962, the Supreme Court ruled that federal courts had the authority to rectify 

inequitable representation within individual states. This opening salvo in what historians have 

referred to as the “reapportionment revolution” caused an immediate stir within Iowa politics.121 
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Recognizing that urban disfranchisement limited the influence of organized labor, the state’s 

leading labor unions went to the courts to protest the state’s system of apportionment. On 

September 7, 1962, the president and secretary-treasurer of the Iowa Federal of Labor, AFL-CIO 

filed a lawsuit in U.S. district court, charging that Iowa’s political system engaged in “invidious 

discrimination” against those living in urban areas. They also called on the court to throw out the 

Shaff Plan, arguing that it perpetuated, rather than corrected, mal-apportionment.122  

 In the meantime, supporters of the Shaff Plan pressed forward, successfully shepherding 

the measure through legislature in early 1963 and setting up a popular vote on the plan.123 

However, in May of 1963, the three judges that heard the suit filed by Iowa’s labor leaders ruled 

that the state’s current system of apportionment was “invidiously discriminatory and in violation 

of the equal protection clause of the 14th Amendment.” In one fell swoop, the federal judiciary 

invalidated Iowa’s representation system. Yet, the court decided to withhold judgment on the 

Shaff Plan until after the popular vote, now scheduled for Dec. 3. While at least one judge 

concluded that, “the Shaff plan is an obvious violation of the 14th Amendment,” the other two 

magistrates decided to sidestep the issue, most likely hoping that a null vote would allow them to 

avoid a controversial ruling. The judges planned to reconvene after the Shaff Plan vote, when 

they would issue a ruling depending on the results.124 By refusing to rule on the Shaff Plan, 

judges set up a contest that would crystallize the battle between small-town Republicanism and 

urban New Deal liberalism.  
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 Organized labor and urban progressives rallied to see the Shaff Plan defeated at the polls. 

The plebiscite scheduled for December of 1963 represented a major test of strength for Iowa’s 

burgeoning Democratic Party and its urban and labor constituents. Defeating the Shaff Plan 

would show that Iowa’s city dwellers and unions were a force to be reckoned with. The state’s 

Democratic governor, Harold Hughes, opposed the Shaff Plan, promising to participate in efforts 

to defeat the bill.125 In June of 1963, a body of citizens formed the Iowans Against the Shaff Plan 

and set up headquarters in Des Moines.126 Labor unions also mustered their ranks for a major 

campaign focusing on “21 geographical areas,” which according to one journalist were “the large 

cities and most populous counties.”127 

 Anti-Shaff rhetoric often targeted the Farm Bureau, arguing that the plan would 

perpetuate the rule of large landholders. As a Democratic official noted, “Personally…I feel that 

if Iowa wants the leadership from the Iowa Farm Bureau running the state for the next 50 years, 

then the people should vote for the Shaff Plan.”128 With its network of county branches, the Farm 

Bureau stood to lose much of its political influence if power shifted to urban centers.  

 But beneath the surface, some astute observers recognized that agricultural interests were 

not the primary beneficiaries of mal-apportionment. In the lead up to the vote, the political 

scientist Harlan Hahn used quantitative methods to determine who gained the most from the 

Shaff Plan. In an August of 1963 article, Hahn presented his “striking” findings that “farm 
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residents constitute only…40.6 per cent of the population of the fifty-five least populous 

counties.” In other words, farmers did not represent a majority in those counties that would 

exercise control over the Iowa House of Representatives under the Shaff Plan. Hahn concluded 

that a “small town majority” wielded true electoral power within Iowa’s countryside, and it was 

their “small business interests” that were “overrepresented in the Iowa legislature.”129   

 Small-town business leaders realized that reapportionment threatened their entire 

economic and political vision. Local boosters feared that empowered urban interests would 

redirect resources to cities, robbing them of community improvement money. Joseph G. Knock, 

a banker and industrial booster from the town of Creston, informed local inhabitants (in the 

Creston News Advertisers paraphrase) that “[o]pponents of the Shaff plan…want to change the 

formulas for distributing the state road use tax fund and state aid to schools so that more 

populous areas would get a larger share at the expense of the areas with less population.”130 An 

editorial in the Creston News Advertiser argued that “[t]here seems no doubt now that a major 

objective of Shaff plan opponents is to reduce state aid to schools, state aid to roads and state aid 

to small towns, and rural counties in behalf of the larger population centers.”131 The underlying 

implication was that local industrial development would be hampered without vital state funds.  

  Similarly, small-town boosters recognized that rival interest groups would wield more 

influence in the state government. Joseph Knock informed residents that the “larger cities” were 

attempting “to defeat the Shaff plan because labor organizations feel they would be able to defeat 
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the state’s right to work law under a plan basing both houses on population.”132 Urban electoral 

strength and union power were part and parcel, Knock argued. The defeat of the Shaff plan 

would allow unions to enact policies that would cripple rural industrialization.   

 Reflecting these interests, southern Iowa’s small-town business community fought tooth-

and-nail to pass the Shaff Plan. In September of 1963, pro-Shaff forces formed the “Citizens for 

Re-apportionment” committee. Robert Beck, Centerville newspaper editor and industrial booster, 

led the organization.133 Business leaders in Union County, the home of Creston, formed a local 

committee of their own, which included as members Joseph Knock and E.J. Van Nostrand, editor 

of the Creston News Advertiser 134 Industrial development and reapportionment were intertwined 

in the minds of local business leaders. As Robert Beck argued, “To those who say that the Shaff 

plan would set Iowa backward, I would only say that the rural areas of this state have been as 

progressive as the so-called urban area, and that industry has looked to the smaller areas of the 

state, where alert, progressive leadership has provided vast industrial expansions.”135  

 On December 3, 1963, the Shaff Plan was soundly defeated. Despite the fact that the 

Shaff Plan received majorities in sixty-four out of Iowa’s ninety-nine counties, wide margins in 

urban centers resulted in the total vote of 271,214 against and 191,421 votes in favor.136 But the 

Shaff Plan was victorious in rural and small-town southern Iowa, winning the counties of Adair, 
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Adams, Clarke, Decatur, Madison, Ringgold, and Taylor by a combined vote of 11, 992 in favor 

to just 5,185 against.137  

 Following the defeat of the Shaff plan, the issue of reapportionment was returned to the 

courts. The same U.S. district court that had previously heard the case ruled that the 1904 and 

1928 state constitutional amendments were now invalid. The judges also ordered the state 

legislature to produce a temporary reapportion plan before the 1964 elections, while also 

constructing a permanent setup consistent with the court’s ruling.138 The Creston News 

Advertiser argued that, “In effect the court said to get on with apportioning the Iowa legislature 

on a population basis. Area is pretty well eliminated.”139 

 Between January and March of 1964, Iowa legislators rushed to pass a new 

apportionment plan, fearing that if they failed the court would impose one.140 By mid March, 

legislators had cobbled together a proposal that was acceptable to both houses, as well as the 

Democratic governor. According to the Creston News Advertiser, the legislature approved “a 

temporary plan calling for a 59-member senate apportioned on population and area, and a 124-

member house based primarily on population.” This meant that counties with half of the state’s 

population now elected 47.50% of the Iowa House of Representatives, and 38.98% of the Senate. 

Though not a perfect population basis, it represented a major increase for urban areas.141 
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 Reapportionment helped pave the way for a major Democratic Party victory in the 1964 

elections. By breaking down traditional county-based electoral units and shifting voting power to 

urban areas, reapportionment enabled a resurgent Democratic Party to gain control of the state 

government. In 1964, Democrats captured the state offices of governor, lieutenant governor, 

secretary of state, state auditor, treasurer, secretary of agriculture, and attorney general, as well 

as six out of seven US House of Representatives seats (there was no senatorial elections that 

year). The soul surviving GOP representative, H.R. Gross, won by 419 votes in a district where 

over 160,000 ballots had been cast. The Democratic Party also garnered majorities in both 

houses of the state legislature, winning 100 out of 124 seats in the house and 34 of 59 in the 

senate. On the national level, Lyndon Johnson carried the state with a whopping majority of 

61.7%, surpassed slightly by Governor Harold Hughes’s total of 62.8%.142  

 The Democratic triumph was the product of national and local developments. On the state 

level, Democrat officials in Iowa expanded the party’s organizational footing by engaging in a 

widespread voter registration campaign. The incumbent Governor Harold Hughes proved to be 

an effective politician and administrator, cutting through the deadlock that had defined Iowa 

politics throughout the 1950s. A charismatic personality and gifted orator, Hughes was popular 

during his first administration.143 Still, national forces conditioned the Democratic breakthrough. 

The sympathy generated by John F. Kennedy’s assassination helped to produce a wellspring of 

support for the Democratic Party. As the governing party, the Democrats reaped the rewards of 

the prosperity America experienced during the early 1960s. Finally, the Republican Party writ 
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large seemed to suffer from association with the GOP’s presidential nominee, Barry Goldwater, 

whom many saw as a right-wing extremist. A similar upsurge occurred in many places, as the 

Democratic party captured 295 seats out of 435 seats in the US House and 68 out of 100 in the 

Senate.144  

 Even Iowa’s small-town electorate could not help but get caught up in the Democratic 

tidal wave. Those living in towns with between 1,000 and 10,000 populations gave significant 

majorities to Lyndon Johnson (between 56.4% and 58.5%) and Harold Hughes (between 60.4% 

and 63.6%). However, Democratic appeal in small-towns remained less than Iowa’s urban 

centers with 50,000 or more people. In the 1964 congressional races, small-town voters 

continued to give majorities to Republican candidates.145  

 Beneath the surface of what seemed like an undeniable Democratic and liberal triumph 

were currents that would result in the reestablishment of a governing Republican majority. 

Despite giving an initial surge to liberal forces, reapportionment eventually produced a rural-

small town-suburban alliance within the GOP. As Douglas Smith has argued, “while 

reapportionment did force state legislatures to take urban needs more seriously, it turned out that 

suburbanites, most of whom were white, often discovered that they had more in common with 

rural and small-town residents than with their disproportionately nonwhite urban neighbors.”146 

While racits motivations cannot explain Iowa voting patterns, Smith still correctly identified the 

state’s emerging spatio-political alignment.  
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 Democratic victories in rural and small-town Iowa in 1964 were an aberration, an 

ephemeral phenomenon conditioned by prosperity and national mourning. Small-town 

enthusiasm for Harold Hughes and the Democratic Party quickly receded, and by 1968 it was 

clear that business Republicanism remained the dominant political force in the countryside. This 

was proven immediately, as local business interests mobilized to stop the repeal of Iowa’s right-

to-work law. One of the leaders of this campaign was Centerville businessman Robert Beck. 

During the late 1960s, Beck helped solidify the state GOP’s pro-business sensibilities while 

ushering rural southern Iowa into a new Republican coalition.  
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Chapter 6: The Rural Industrial Boom 
 

 Between the mid 1950s and mid 1970s, America’s rural heartland experienced a 

prolonged period of industrial expansion. It is difficult to state when the boom started, but rural 

manufacturing was growing at five times the metropolitan rate by the 1960s.1 There were a 

myriad of causes for increased industrial growth, but a crucial reason was the widespread 

modernization of rural and small-town areas. Community improvement campaigns helped update 

rural infrastructures and institutions, which meant that less densely populated areas could 

provide modern industrial amenities—such as roads, utilities, and sewer systems. All of this was 

would have been impossible without government assistance.  

  During the 1950s and 1960s, the federal government poured millions of dollars into rural 

areas. The American heartland relied heavily on federal funds. By 1959, federal aid, as a portion 

of state and local government revenue, exceeded the national average in the states of Arkansas, 

Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, Oklahoma, and North and South Dakota.2 Government 

largesse provided the crucial ingredient for enabling rural industrialization. One study concluded 

that nonmetropolitan areas experiencing industrialization were particularly reliant on state and 

federal transfer payments.3 The expansion of the federal highway system helped propel industrial 

decentralization by providing smaller communities with access to transportation networks.4 

Various federal laws, including the Area Redevelopment Act of 1961, the Economic Opportunity 

Act of 1964, the Appalachian Redevelopment Act of 1965, and the Public Works and Economic 
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Development Act of 1965, provided depressed rural communities with vital funds to attract 

manufacturers. As one study has concluded, “Clearly, the intent of Congress in recent years has 

been to encourage the mobility of capital into nonmetropolitan areas of the nation.”5  

 Northern Arkansas and southern Iowa benefited from federal largesse. The Area 

Redevelopment Administration helped spur industrialization in the Ozarks when it extended a 

grant and loan for the construction of water system for the Mar-Bax factory.6 In southern Iowa, 

the Economic Development Administration gave the town of Creston a $518,000 grant to help 

fund a “million dollar industrial park improvement,” which paid for “paved streets,” “water lines 

and sewer services,” and a “750,000 gallon water tower.”7 Ronald Eller has shown that the 

Appalachian Regional Commission underwrote rural industrial campaigns by providing “revenue 

for the access roads, water lines, and job training programs to compete for companies’ 

attention.”8   

 During the 1960s, America’s rural crisis received national political recognition. John F. 

Kennedy’s well-publicized 1960 campaign trip to Appalachian West Virginia focused the 

nation’s attention on rural poverty. Several popular literary exposes, notably Harry Caudhill’s 

1962 book Night Comes to the Cumberlands: A Biography of a Depressed Area, captured the 

human misery occasioned by rural blight.9 This growing awareness of rural conditions 
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culminated in Lyndon Johnson’s creation of the President’s National Advisory Commission on 

Rural Poverty in the late 1960s. The Commission held numerous hearings and interviewed over a 

hundred people on the issue of rural poverty.  

 The commission issued a comprehensive report, titled “The People Left Behind,” in 

February of 1967. “This Nation has been largely oblivious to these 14 million impoverished 

people left behind in rural America,” the commission lamented. “Most of the rural poor do not 

live on farms. They live in open country, rural villages, and in small towns.” Farm modernization 

had devastated agricultural jobs in the 1950s and 60s. To assure “the abolition of rural poverty,” 

the commission made a series of recommendations. Among them, the group suggested that the 

government should “finance development” through “Federal grants, loans, and industrial 

development subsidies, as well as State and local tax reform.”10  

 Motivated by New Frontier and Great Society optimism, federal policymakers attempted 

to end rural poverty in the 1960s by disbursing aid to the American countryside. It is one of the 

great ironies of this period that federal programs initiated by liberal policymakers helped 

undermine the New Deal coalition by incentivizing industry to move away from urban industrial 

centers. Corporate relocation devastated American cities that were the bedrock of Democratic 

power. As scholars have shown, capital mobility weakened labor unions and contributed to 

America’s urban crisis, both of which sapped faith in liberalism and eroded middle class living 

standards.11  

                                                
 10 “The People Left Behind: A Report by the President’s National Advisory Commission on Rural 
Poverty,” September, 1967, Washington, D.C., quotes on pages, ix, x, xi, xii.  
 
 11 Sugrue, Origins of the Urban Crisis; Shermer, Sunbelt Capitalism; Schulman, From Cotton Belt to 
Sunbelt; Cowie, Capital Moves; Friedman, “Exploiting the North-South Differential”. 
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 Along with government spending, a series of legal and institutional innovations supported 

the growth of rural manufacturing. The adoption of industrial development corporations and 

industrial development bonds during the 1950s and 60s allowed local communities to draw upon 

new economic resources to finance factory relocation. Between 1958 and 1962, according to one 

study, the number of local industrial development corporations in all fifty states increased from 

1,801 to 3,149. In 1962, Iowa had 131 such organizations, ranking ninth overall, while Arkansas 

ranked seventh with 141.12 Though some corporations were permanent institutions, and others 

created for a specific project, financing industrial relocation was their central function. 

 Industrial development corporations issued stocks, bonds, debentures, and membership 

certificates to local residents and commercial institutions to finance manufacturing relocation. 

Development corporations could be either profit or non-profit entities, with for profit institutions 

selling stocks and bonds to pool capital, while non-profit groups issued debentures and 

membership certificates that offered little-to-no interest and zero ownership stake. Most went 

towards the construction or purchase of factory buildings, either for a specific prospect or on 

speculation (“spec”) to pitch to manufacturers as a ready-made amenity. Generally, development 

corporations would maintain ownership of a physical structure and lease the building out to 

business enterprises, usually under generous terms. Other typical activities included the 

purchasing and development of land, often for industrial parks, and in some cases making 

business loans. Development corporations often partnered with federal agencies, such as the 

                                                
 12 Jeanne Patterson, The Local Industrial Development Corporation, 6-7. The top ten in 1962 were as 
follows: Minnesota, Rhode Island, Wisconsin, Missouri, North Carolina, Michigan, Arkansas, Georgia, Iowa, and 
Oklahoma.  
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Small Business Administration, Area Redevelopment Administration, and Economic 

Development Administration, to underwrite loans.13  

 Industrial development bonds were an even more revolutionary innovation. Municipal 

governments issued industrial development bonds for the purpose of increasing manufacturing 

jobs. Like all municipal securities, income accrued by bondholders as a result of interest 

payments was not subject to taxation. Because of this, development bonds could be issued at a 

lower interest rate than other securities and most bank loans. If a municipality sold bonds at a 

lower rate to finance a factory building on behalf of an industrial prospect, that private company 

gained access to cheaper credit than it could acquire elsewhere.  

 Revenue bonds were particularly useful for rural and small-town communities. Many 

development bonds were guaranteed by local governments, but revenue bonds (as their name 

implied) were backed only by the revenue produced from a specific industrial project. For 

example, if a town sold revenue bonds to construct a factory building, which was then leased out 

to an industrial corporation, the debt and interest were paid from the rent received from the 

structure. The only guarantee that investors would receive their money back was the financial 

strength and reliability of the industrial prospect. For investors, this was a risky endeavor. For 

local communities, however, it was a major innovation that allowed them to generate capital for 

industrial development without risking bankruptcy or their municipal credit rating.14  

 There were other added benefits to industrial revenue bonds as well. As James Cobb has 

noted, “industry could deduct rental payments from federal taxes as an operating expense,” and 

factory buildings were often “exempt from all state and local ad valorem taxes” because “the 

                                                
 13  Ibid., 9-36.  
 
 14 My understanding of industrial development bonds is informed by Cobb, Selling the South, 36-37 and 
Patterson, The Local Industrial Development Corporation, 40-41, 46-47, 75. 
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municipality actually held the title on the facility.” Revenue bonds, writes Cobb, “offered the 

South’s rural poor communities with surpluses of farm labor a chance to compete for industry 

that otherwise might never have given them a second look.” Revenue bonds achieved widespread 

usage in the 1950s, and were legal in both Arkansas and Iowa by the early 1960s.15 Taken 

together, industrial development corporations and revenue bonds spurred rural industrialization 

by allowing communities to marshal public and private resources to finance factory relocation.  

 The Mar-Bax plant in northern Arkansas and the PurOlator factory in southern Iowa 

jumpstarted the rural industrial boom in their regions. Both firms arrived in 1960 and revealed 

the complex decisions and negotiations that led urban corporations to locate branch plants in 

rural and small-town areas. Small-town business leaders, eastern corporate executives, and state 

development experts worked in tandem to engineer the relocation of factories from urban centers 

to the American countryside. These machinations did not go unchallenged. Factory flight to the 

countryside produced significant local and national criticism. But Mar-Bax and PurOlator were 

not unique. The broad literature on rural industrialization shows that northern Arkansas and 

southern Iowa were part of a broad restructuring of the rural economy.  

 

The Mar-Bax Plant Moves to the Ozarks 

 Between 1955 and 1960, scattered anecdotal evidence showed increased industrialization 

in northern Arkansas. On June 30, 1955, the Baxter Bulletin announced that Cotter, a Baxter 

county town of about a thousand people, had “acquired a garment factory from St. Louis which 

would employ around 25 women with an annual payroll of $50,000.” 16 Cotter gained a more 

                                                
 15 Cobb, Selling the South, 36-7.   
 
 16 “Second Plant Secured Through Industrial Commission,” Baxter Bulletin, 30 June 1955.  
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sizeable factory in 1956, when a Missouri firm decided to locate a charcoal plant there, 

promising to employ 150 men.17 The Arkansas Industrial Development Corporation’s annual 

report for 1956/57 announced that the Oberman Company of Harrison had expanded its 

operations, resulting in two hundred additional jobs.18 The following year Harrison also gained 

another 150 new industrial jobs when the Harrison Furniture Frame Products Company opened 

in the town.19  

 By the early 1960s, northern Arkansas was experiencing an industrial bonanza. The boom 

started with the acquisition of a branch plant of the Capital Shirt Corporation of New York City. 

The factory was eventually named the Mar-Bax plant after the two counties—Marion and 

Baxter—that sponsored its relocation. For northern Arkansans, this news validated years of 

effort. Since Baxter County set-up an industrial corporation in 1955, the county had been 

preparing the area for potential suitors. In July of that year, the local newspaper announced that, 

“Mountain Home [Baxter’s county seat] will soon have an excellent new swimming pool and 

city park facilities” along with other “community improvements” that would help “in convincing 

industrialists that this is a town in which they should locate their plants.”20  

 In the summer of 1960, local residents first received word that the Capital Shirt 

Corporation was scouting northern Arkansas. On July 14, 1960, the Baxter Bulletin reported that, 

“a large industry may select this area for a new plant which would employ several hundred 

                                                
 17 “Missouri Firm to Locate Plant at Cotter,” Baxter Bulletin, 5 June 1956.   
 
 18 “Arkansas Industrial Development Commission Annual Report, July 1, 1956-July 1, 1957,” Orval 
Faubus Papers, 1910….(1939-1974), 178 MS F27 301, Series 7, Subseries 2, Box 244, Folder 7 (Fayetteville: 
University of Arkansas Special Collections). 
 
 19 “A Report to the Governor and People of Arkansas and the Arkansas Industrial Development 
Commission, The Third Year, July, 1957-July, 1958.” Orval Faubus Papers, 1910….(1939-1974), 178 MS F27 301, 
Series 7, Subseries 2, Box 244, Folder 9 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Special Collections). 
 
 20 “New Industry Should be a Primary Objective,” Baxter Bulletin, 21 July 1955.  
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persons.” At that time, a “committee of businessmen” was hard at work convincing the firm to 

locate a shirt factory in the area.21 Later that month, Donald Cooper, president of the Capital 

Shirt Corporation, came to the area to collect job applications for the prospective branch plant. 

The application process was overseen by a “five-man committee of Marion and Baxter county 

businessmen” headed by a Mountain Home attorney and banker, Tom Tinnon. Local officials 

called on area women to apply since the garment factory needed 3,000 female applicants (a 

familiar criteria for low wage industries) to verify a sufficient local labor supply.22 By July 28, 

Ozark women had met this threshold.23 Northern Arkansans held their collective breaths 

throughout the summer as the company continued to collect information.24  

 While waiting, locals praised northern Arkansas’s qualities even as they acknowledged 

its depressed status. The Baxter Bulletin lauded the area’s bucolic setting and its attraction as a 

retirement site, which it hoped would appeal to industries “trying to break away from the 

swarming city areas with their high taxes and fast multiplying problems.” At the same time, 

northern Arkansas was desperate for jobs that would keep people in the region. As the Bulletin 

noted, “many persons have emigrated to other parts of the nation who would rather have stayed 

here. Too many young people have been leaving because of scarce payrolls.”25  

 In September of 1960, businessmen from Baxter and Marion counties traveled to New 

York City with William Rock, executive director of the AIDC, to meet with Donald Cooper and 

Capital Shirt executives. Upon their return to northern Arkansas, the New York delegation 

                                                
 21 “Time for Full Cooperation,” Baxter Bulletin, 14 July 1960.   
 
 22 “Applicants for Jobs Required,” Baxter Bulletin, 21 July 1960.   
 
 23 “Applicants for Plant Top 3,000 Mark,” Baxter Bulletin, 28 July 1960.   
 
 24 “Garment Firm Still Gathering Facts on Area,” Baxter Bulletin, 11 August 1960.   
 
 25 “This Area has Much to Offer Industry,” Baxter Bulletin, 21 July 1960.   
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organized a series of five meetings in the towns of Mountain Home, Cotter, Flippin, and 

Yellville to discuss the details of the proposed factory relocation. The first four meetings were 

for businessmen, while the final gathering was a “mass meeting for all residents of the area.” At 

each meeting, Tom Tinnon, Donald Cooper, and William Rock laid out the Capital Shirt 

Corporation’s conditions. This triumvirate symbolized an emerging coalition of local 

businessmen, state industrial boosters, and national business executives that stretched from 

corporate boardrooms to local chambers of commerce.  

 At the mass public meeting, this business-friendly troika told the audience that the 

“factory can be located in this area if the people want it and are willing to vote a bond issue and 

tax levy to help finance construction of the plant building.” Along with a factory building, the 

company required that Baxter and Marion counties provide a “site for the plant and utilities 

services to the site…at no cost to the company.” Promising to employ somewhere around 1,000 

people, the factory would require twenty acres of land for its 150,000 square foot structure.26 

Baxter and Marion would pay for the factory building with a two-county bond issue that would 

be amortized by a local tax increase and rent paid by the company for leasing the building.27  

  President Donald Cooper bluntly stated what his company demanded from the 

community, as well as what it had to offer.  Cooper said that the firm would lease the plant from 

the counties, insisting that, “We want the people of this area to have some stake and interest in 

the success of the venture because it is a gamble for both of us.” Cooper also warned that, “We 

are in competition with non-union plants in our particular field of production and we cannot 

compete if we have a union shop….We would have to pull out if this new plant was unionized.” 

                                                
 26 “Public Hears Factory Proposal; 2-County Bond Issue Required,” Baxter Bulletin, 1 September 1960.   
 
 27  27 “Factory Lease to Be Signed; Sites Inspected: Advisory Group Named,” Baxter Bulletin, 15 
September 1960.  
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The president informed northern Arkansans that the Capital Shirt Company would pay the 

federal minimum wage of $1 per hour, but the firm would offer women the opportunity to 

exceed those rates through piecework. Since the firm had contracts with large buyers, including 

J.C. Penney and Montgomery-Ward, Cooper said, “We have a record for providing full-time 

employment…we have never been closed down for lack of work.” 28  

 The final public meeting adjourned with William Rock informing northern Arkansas 

communities that ultimately, the “final decision is up to the people of the area involved” to 

accept the deal by voting the appropriate bond measures.29 Behind closed doors, AIDC officials 

had mixed feelings about the project. On September 15, 1960, the AIDC passed a resolution 

expressing “complete sympathy with the desires of Marion and Baxter for an important 

employment opportunity,” while also voicing “great concern and apprehension” that the plant 

proposal “makes an excessive demand on the financial strength and resources of the 

communities.30 But the group kept these worries private, voicing public support for the project.  

 The Capital Shirt Corporation’s offer laid bare the stiff demands made on rural 

communities for new industry. Not only would Marion and Baxter residents have to levy taxes to 

pay for an industrial building, site, and utilities to attain minimum wage jobs for women only, 

they were also expected to participate in the corporation’s anti-union campaign. Rural 

communities either guarded against labor organizing or risked losing the factory payroll. Local 

communities were made complicit in the business ‘s campaign against organized labor. 

                                                
 28 “Public Hears Factory Proposal; 2-County Bond Issue Required,” Baxter Bulletin, 1 September 1960.   
 
 29 “Public Hears Factory Proposal; 2-County Bond Issue Required,” Baxter Bulletin, 1 September 1960.   
 
 30 AIDC Resolution, September 15, 1960, Winthrop Rockefeller Collection, Record Group 1, Box 95, File 
2d: A.I.D.C.- Minutes of Meetings, 1955-1960, (UALR Center for Arkansas History and Culture, Little Rock.) 
Given the AIDC’s central role in the Capital Shirt project, and its overt public promotion of the acquisition, these 
concerns most likely represented a hedge on their bet, allowing the group cover if the project later went belly up.  
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Additionally, Baxter and Marion counties had beat out dozens of other potential sites for the 

privilege of paying for the company’s factory building.31   

 After the decision was made that the plant would be built in the town of Gassville, 

located halfway between Yellville and Mountain Home, the county seats of Marion and Baxter, 

there still remained the issue of financing the factory building. The primary problem revolved 

around the tax levy to pay for the bond. Neither county had a large enough tax base to pay for the 

$535,000 factory building under Amendment 49, which allowed communities to fund industrial 

subsidies by levying a maximum five mill tax on the local population. To solve this problem, the 

Mar-Bax plant became a test case for a new law passed just a few months earlier, known as Act 

2, which allowed two counties to combine their tax bases to underwrite industrial development 

bonds.32 However, since the bond measure required taxing the local population, it would need to 

be voted on by residents of Baxter and Marion counties.  

 From the very beginning, the most avid supporters of the bond initiative were the rural 

and small-town businessmen of northern Arkansas. With their own economic fortunes linked to 

the acquisition of industrial payrolls, local business elites carried out industrialists’ agenda on the 

ground. On September 8, 1960, local businessmen formed a commission to oversee the bond 

election that was to take place the following month. Business leaders Bob Hammerschmidt of 

Yellville, Harmon E. Keeter of Mountain Home, and Neil Nelson of Mountain Home headed the 

commission.33 The Baxter Bulletin also reported that a meeting was held in the local court room 

                                                
 31 “Garment Firm Still Gathering Facts on Area,” Baxter Bulletin, 11 August 1960.  The Capital Shirt 
Corporation apparently considered as many as 30 different communities for the factory’s location.   
 
 32 Craig M. Smith, “The Mar-Bax Story: Arkansas Records Two Firsts,” Arkansas Economist, Vol. 4, No.2, 
Winter 1962, 21-24.  
 
 33 “3 Appointed to Steering Board: Plans Mapped for Industry Bond Election,” Baxter Bulletin, 8 
September 1960; “Factory Lease to Be Signed; Sites Inspected,” Baxter Bulletin, 15 September 1960. Later, C.N 
Kent, Jr., W.A. Thompson, Bill Wiseman, Sam Powell, and T.J. McCabe joined the commission as representatives 
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of “about 100 Mountain Home business and professional men” who “voted [unanimously] in 

favor of Baxter County financing the factory alone if it develops that Marion cannot legally join 

in the venture.” Apparently, businessmen were the only ones who deserved a vote. According to 

Tom Tinnon, the county would finance $450,000 of the plant from the five-millage tax under 

Amendment 49, and then deal with the remaining costs later.34  

 During the lead up to the bond election, local elites hobnobbed with Arkansas’s leading 

businessmen and national corporate executives, creating linkages between small-town boosters 

and the wider business world. The mayors of Yellville, Gassville, and Flippin led a delegation of 

northern Arkansas businessmen to meet with representatives of the Capital Shirt Company for an 

inspection of the Gassville site. Also present were architects and engineers from Little Rock, 

University of Arkansas Planning Division officials, and state utility company representatives.35  

 In mid September, local officials completed a factory lease agreement with Donald 

Cooper and the Capital Shirt Corporation. The new factory would be named the Mar-Bax Shirt 

Company after the two counties responsible for its relocation. At the signing, a group of 113 

Mountain Home residents (“mostly businessmen”) and 100 Marion County inhabitants also 

made a “pledge” that they would “construct the factory building” even “if the financing law 

being used were later declared invalid by the state Supreme Court.” This represented a 

                                                                                                                                                       
of Baxter County, with Russell Evans, H.A. Burnes, Bill Madden, Bill Linck, and Gus McCracken as their Marion 
counterparts. 
 
 34 “3 Appointed to Steering Board: Plans Mapped for Industry Bond Election,” Baxter Bulletin, 8 
Sepetmber 1960.   
 
 35 “Factory Lease to Be Signed; Sites Inspected,” Baxter Bulletin, 15 September 1960. 
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significant alignment of local and national business interests, as small-town elites literally signed 

on to back the Capital Shirt Corporation’s bottom line.36  

 Reflecting confidence in the upcoming bond election, officials from the newly 

established Mar-Bax Shirt Company began the hiring process by setting-up interviews with 

women who had previously filled out applications. Municipal officials from Mountain Home, 

Gassville, Flippin, and Yellville used local governmental powers to pass ordinances demanded 

by the Mar-Bax Company—including a guarantee that the towns would not support any other 

manufacturers that would compete for female labor so long as the firm employed 400 women.37  

 The company’s conditions generated substantial criticism. On October 6, 1960, a group 

of some four hundred people attended a meeting at the Mountain Home courthouse, as the Baxter 

Bulletin reported, “to organize opposition to a proposed bond issue to finance a shirt factory.” 

The newspaper identified the meeting’s speakers as “retired residents, one Mountain Home 

businessman and one Lake Norfork resort operator” who all claimed “that they are against 

placing a tax on all property in the two counties to subsidize an industrial operation.”  

 This meeting led to the creation of a “Taxpayers’ Group,” which immediately started 

raising funds for an anti-bond advertising campaign. The leader of the organization, I.E. O’Dell 

criticized the proposal. Having relocated to the area over four years ago to spend his retirement 

hunting and fishing throughout the Ozark Mountains, O’Dell was shocked by the rising tax rates. 

“How long are we going to sit up while taxes go up, up up?” O’Dell asked the audience at the 

meeting. While O’Dell acknowledged that the bond would “help Mr. Cooper, the merchants 

and…some of the people,” this was not sufficient reason to vote for it. Another Mountain Home 

                                                
 36 “Contract Signed for Proposed Shirt Plant: Gassville Chosen as Site; Guarantee Given,” Baxter Bulletin, 
22 September 1960.   
 
 37 “Hiring to Start Soon: For Factory Training,” Baxter Bulletin, 29 September 1960.   
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retiree argued that people who wanted to spend their golden years in the Ozarks might reconsider 

if they knew about the “tax…being foisted.” Others criticized the Capital Shirt Company’s 

opposition to unions. George Johnston, a resident of the Mallard Point area, said, “I will not stick 

my neck out to keep union people away.”38 

 These protests represented conscientious objections and competing economic interests. 

Retirees, who most likely lived on fixed incomes from pensions, savings, and social security, 

feared that industrial development would undermine the low cost of living that had attracted 

them to northern Arkansas. Resorts that generated profits from the tourist trade also saw little 

reason to support economic development that would raise taxes and possibly wage rates for 

workers.39 Opponents of the bond measure seemed to have their concerns legitimated when it 

was announced that the bond issue would be a whopping $535,000, with Baxter County carrying 

the bulk, $360,500, and Marion picking up the slack, $174,500.40 

 Local boosters forcefully challenged opponents of the bond measure. Pete Shiras, a 

journalist for the Baxter Bulletin, summed up the arguments in favor of the Mar-Bax bond in his 

“Comments on the County Beat” column. Shiras acknowledged that the Mar-Bax deal carried 

“risks,” since the firm could leave if the plant were unionized, and that the tax increase 

represented a serious concern. But northern Arkansas had little room for negotiation. “The ideal 

situation would have been found if the company had been willing to come into the area without 

                                                
 38 “Large Turnout at Meeting to Form Opposition,” Baxter Bulletin, 6 October 1960. A study on Iowa also 
found that retirees generally opposed rural industrial development Don Kaldor and Mike Dahlke, “Industrialization 
Efforts and Experiences in Iowa’s Rural Communities,” 3. 
 
 39 Pete Shiras, “Our Viewpoint on the Shirt Factory Proposal,” Comments on the County Beat Column, 
Baxter Bulletin, 13 October 1960.   
 
 40 “Shirt Factory Question Next; Election Tuesday,” Baxter Bulletin, 10 November 1960.   
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subsidy and without a bond issue,” Shiras argued. “But such was not and is not the case.” 

Ultimately, Ozarkers could either accept the corporation’s demands or lose the factory.  

 A no vote would be a grave mistake since other industrial prospects would no doubt learn 

about the Mar-Bax episode, shackling northern Arkansas with a reputation for being 

“unfriendly” towards manufacturers. Also, the Ozarks continued to suffer from mass emigration 

and manufacturing payrolls provided one of the few means to “halt this population loss.” While 

many residents lived comfortably, Shiras lamented the economic plight of the “laboring man and 

his family,” the “young married couples who have not yet become established,” and the “smaller 

farm operator who doesn’t have enough acreage for full-time agricultural pursuits.” It was these 

people who would benefit from new factory jobs, while the rest of the community would reap the 

“impact of a payroll” circulating throughout local establishments. “The new shirt factory…could 

be the beginning of an industrial expansion program,” Shiras concluded, “that could make this 

section of the Ozarks one of the most prosperous and progressive in this part of the nation.”41  

 In the weeks leading up to the bond election, members of the Baxter County Industrial 

Development Corporation waged a public relations campaign to see that the measure passed. On 

October 20, the organization held a meeting to induct new members and collect contributions, all 

of which was meant to generate enthusiasm for the shirt factory. While a single member of the 

group questioned the measure, those in support of the bond drowned him out.42 These efforts 

were also supplemented by a series of favorable “radio panel discussions” and newspaper 

advertisements sponsored by proponents, as well as the Chamber of Commerce.43  

                                                
 41 Pete Shiras, “Our Viewpoint on the Shirt Factory Proposal,” Comments on the County Beat Column, 
Baxter Bulletin, 13 October 1960.   
 
 42 “Advocates of Industry Begin Drive,” Baxter Bulletin, 20 October 1960.   
 
 43 “William Rock to Speak at Industry Rally,” and “Chamber of Commerce Give Endorsement to Shirt 
Factory,” Baxter Bulletin, 27 October 1960.  
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 The Arkansas Industrial Development Commission gave its blessing to the Mar-Bax deal. 

Executive director William Rock told a large rally on November 3 that “[W]e’re behind this 

industry,” and that he was impressed with the local industrial commission’s “excellent lease.” 

Rock also reassured northern Arkansans that once they gained a major industry, “From that point 

on you’ll grow, you’ll get your second industry and your third industry, and they will come 

easier.” At the same event, local booster Neil Nelson deflected claims that the factory would 

mostly benefit local businessmen like him. The primary concern, Nelson explained, was 

providing jobs so that the younger generation would not be lost to outmigration. Businessmen 

may have been leading the charge, Nelson admitted, but “businessmen” were “working for the 

benefit of the whole area.”44 Days before the bond election, the manager of the Mar-Bax Shirt 

Company also informed inhabitants that the plant intended “to employ only Marion and Baxter 

County people,” in hopes of assuring voters that locals would reap the rewards.45 Winthrop 

Rockefeller himself stated in a public letter that, “I hope that your people will succeed in 

securing the Capital Shirt Corp.”46 

 During the week of the bond election, pro and con advertisements littered the local 

newspaper pages. Bold headlines in favor of the measure proclaimed that “IT’S BAXTER 

COUNTY’S TIME: To Secure the Industrial Jobs It has been Seeking For So Many Years.” 

While the opposed Taxpayers Group asked local inhabitants if “It is fair that YOU, the people of 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 44 “AIDC Director Supports Factory,” Baxter Bulletin 10 November 1960. Interestingly, the AIDC later 
expressed concern that they had overstepped their role as disinterested counselor, noting in one document that they 
“felt we perhaps had pressed too much enthusiasm on the selling of this industry in the Marion Baxter area.” 
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Baxter County will pay the taxes, but the Shirt Factory will pay no taxes for 10 years?”47 

Supporters and opponents also held meetings to make their case to the electorate.48 

 Despite the controversy, the bond measure passed with significant majorities in both 

counties. In Baxter, the vote was 2,378 in favor, with 1,357 against, a majority of nearly 64%. In 

Marion the measure passed by “more than three-to-one” with 1,465 in favor and only 423 

opposed. In the Baxter county seat of Mountain Home the measure passed by a substantial 508 

votes, carrying all city wards and townships. J.D. Dryer, the chairman of the Baxter County 

Industrial Development Corporation, exuberantly exclaimed, “We are highly gratified by the 

overwhelming vote of confidence given to this industrial proposal.” Dryer also tipped his hat to 

the opposition, especially retired people, and regretted the “misunderstandings” caused by the 

development group’s “failure to get across to you the important details of the plan.”49   

 The bond vote was not the final word on the Mar-Bax drama. Just days after the measure 

passed, Governor Orval Faubus chided AIDC officials for overstepping their bounds in 

supporting the factory’s relocation. Faubus also criticized several aspects of the agreement 

between the counties and the company, most notably the stipulation that the residents would not 

support any industries that would compete with the shirt factory for female labor.50 However, 

these statements can be attributed to Faubus’s suspicions of Winthrop Rockefeller and his 

Republican activities.   
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 More important, the successful bond election was called into question by a court case 

challenging Act 2, which allowed two counties to work together to finance local industries.51 

After a lower chancery court upheld Act 2, the case was appealed to the state Supreme Court.52 

However, the lower court did strike down many of the most rigid strictures of the company’s 

agreement with the counties, including a “provision granting special tax favors to the company; a 

guarantee that the counties would not assist other industry employing women…and a provision 

by which a commission, rather than the county courts, would handle the money from the bond 

issue.”53 In June of 1961, the State Supreme Court upheld the remaining features of Act 2, 

putting an end to a six-month court battle and ensuring that the Mar-Bax plant would be 

subjected to no further legal challenges.54 

 While lawyers and judges decided the fate of Act 2, preparations for the Mar-Bax plant 

continued at breakneck speed. By the end of January, 1961 over 200 people were on the payroll 

for the Mar-Bax plant, including many local women undergoing training while preparations were 

made to construct the factory building.55 A few months later, a local automobile and tractor 

dealer, T.J. McCabe of Mountain Home, donated a twenty-acre plot of land a few miles east of 

Gassville for the factory site.56 In early April of 1961, ground was ceremonially broken on the 

site where the Mar-Bax factory would be located. Donald Cooper received the honor of digging 

the first bit of dirt. Almost all of Baxter County’s business leadership was at the festivities, 
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including H.E. Keeter, Neil Nelson, T.J. McCabe, and Thomas Tinnon.57 On April 13, bonds for 

the factory building officially went on sale.58 

 In July of 1961, the Mar-Bax plant was cast into the national limelight when the federal 

Area Redevelopment Administration (ARA) announced that it had awarded its first grant and 

loan to Gassville for the purpose of building a new water system. The ARA was a new 

organization created that year to provide federal funds to “depressed communities” in need of 

economic development. The grant provided $129,000 and the loan amounted to $31,000. These 

funds were made available following an aggressive lobbying campaign in Washington, D.C. by 

T.J. McCabe and Tom Tinnon. Arkansas’s Senator J. William Fulbright and Congressman Jim 

Trimble played an important part in securing these funds. Overseeing these plans would be the 

Arkansas-Ozarks Redevelopment Council, which was headed by local businessmen and boosters 

Tom Tinnon, T.J. McCabe, and H.E. Keeter. The federal grant received attention following the 

publication of a New York Times article on the ARA’s decision.59  

 Much of the national attention was unfavorable, as many officials from America’s 

industrial areas criticized the use of federal funds to siphon off manufacturing to the rural 

Ozarks. The Baxter Bulletin reported that congressman Robert P. Griffin, a Michigan 

Republican, had “castigated the Kennedy administration for standing ‘idly by’ and allowing 

Southern states to lure industry by utilizing ‘federal tax loophole’ and then rewarding them ‘with 

a handout of federal funds.’” Griffin was apparently outraged by his state’s recent loss of two 

large firms to Arkansas through the use of tax-free county bond financing. Griffin claimed that 
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the use of federal funds to finance the Gassville water works essentially meant that his state was 

“subsidizing this new Arkansas plant through the depressed area bills.” 

 The Baxter Bulletin offered rural America’s counternarrative regarding capital mobility 

and corporate relocation. “Arkansas seems like a mighty small fellow for Michigan to be picking 

on,” the newspaper reflected. With the “second lowest per capita income in the nation” and 

major losses in population over the past decade, rural Arkansas hardly seemed worthy of such 

outrage. Long a colonial producer of “labor and raw materials for the ‘industrial states,’” rural 

Arkansans did not believe their efforts to industrialize warranted such derision. “This is a region 

in which agriculture has shrunk rapidly,” the Bulletin said, “and the trifling industry which exists 

does not begin to fill the need.”60 Rural communities did not view themselves as villains in the 

drama of capital mobility. They were bit players attempting to solve their own economic woes.  

 On August 17, 1961, the Baxter Bulletin informed its readers that northern Arkansas 

could not rest on its laurels no matter how satisfied it was with the Mar-Bax plant. “The time to 

start working for more industry is now.” And, indeed, the 1960s would be a landmark decade for 

rural northern Arkansas and countryside communities throughout the American heartland. Over 

the next ten years, the Ozarks would experience a major industrial boom. In August of 1962, 

Baxter Laboratories, a manufacturer of surgical and transfusion equipment, as well as 

pharmaceuticals, announced it would locate in its coincidental namesake of Baxter County, 

Arkansas. The factory would be the sixteenth branch plant of the Baxter Corporation, which was 

based in the suburbs of Chicago. The factory, which was to be located in the town of Mountain 

Home, would be roughly 150,000 square feet, take up forty acres, and cost over $1 million.  
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 Unlike the Capital Shirt Company, the firm initially planned to handle its own financing, 

while employing both men and women.61 Even though the firm did not ask for assistance, local 

elites noted that if the corporations did request a factory building they could avoid conflict by 

issuing revenue bonds, which did not require local taxation, under a new law titled Act 9. “Under 

this act,” the local newspaper explained, “even the tiniest second-class town can vote millions in 

revenue bonds if it has an industry big enough to stand behind the bonds, because the towns 

credit is in no way a factor.”62 Mountain Home did just that in 1963 when the town voted by 60-

to-1 ratio in favor of selling revenue bonds to help finance Baxter Laboratories facilities.63 The 

firm officially broke ground on their new operations in mid May 1963.64  

 In the neighboring northern Arkansas county of Searcy, residents followed the lead of 

Marion and Baxter, voting bonds to acquire their own shirt factory in 1963. This too was a 

Capital Shirt Company branch plant as the New York firm continued to shift production to rural 

communities.65 In April of 1964, Mar-Bax plant announced that it had exceeded all expectations, 

employing over 800 persons within four years of opening. As a result, the firm planned a major 

expansion that would increase the factory’s size by forty-five percent in the form of a 33,5000-

square foot addition.66 The next month, voters in the town of Cotter approved two bond 
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initiatives, paying to rebuild the Arkansas Charcoal plant and financing a plant expansion for the 

Gay Apparels Corporation.67 

  So confident were northern Arkansans that the Industrial Development Corporation of 

the Ozarks (a newly created organization aimed at uniting surrounding communities) released 

plans in 1964 to build a mammoth 719-acre industrial park in Baxter County to accommodate 

multiple manufacturers and a local airport.68 Within less than two years, the industrial park and 

airport were finished, and the county had already secured an industry, a Douglas Aircraft 

Company assembly plant.69 The neighboring town of Harrison, located in Boone County, 

followed Baxter’s lead in 1966 when the Boone County Industrial Development Corporation 

announced its plans to open a 137-acre industrial park near its own airport.70 In October of 1966, 

the town of Harrison also passed a $150,000 bond issue by a vote of 297 to 48 “to finance 

expansion of the Arkansas Die Casting Co.”71  

 For northern Arkansas, like many rural areas throughout the American heartland, the 

1960s was a high watermark. By 1972, according to the Census Bureau, Baxter County had 

roughly 1,800 manufacturing employees.72 This was a miraculous increase since 1958 when the 
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county had only 120 total manufacturing employees.73 Looking to profit from cheap post-

agricultural labor, low taxes, generous subsidies, and corporate friendly local elites, many 

manufacturers chose to locate branch plants in depressed rural areas. Industrialists shifted capital 

from metropolitan areas in the Northeast and Midwest to the rural and small-town areas of the 

American interior. Factory relocation was neither smooth nor uncontested, but it was the 

defining economic process in rural and small-town America for two decades.  

   

PurOlator Comes to Creston  

 Southern Iowans experienced the ups and downs of industrial development before 

witnessing results in the 1960s. In the town of Creston, the Union county seat, industrial 

development initiatives began during World War II. In 1944, the Gits Manufacturing Company 

of Chicago, Illinois decided to locate a branch plant of its machine parts manufacturing business 

in the town. As local banker Joseph Knock explained years later, Gits relocated after resident S. 

Ray Emerson and two associates contacted the owner of the Chicago firm and convinced him to 

move part of his company to Creston. In its first years, the Gits firm operated out of the basement 

of a junior high school located off of Elm Street.74  

  By the 1950s, the town was mimicking the Iowa Development Commission’s farm and 

natural resource development model. Veg-a-Peel (later renamed Vanmark), the manufacturer of 

a vegetable peeling machine, set up operations in the town in 1954. Creston experienced another 

minor success in 1957 when Center Milk Products “established a high production dried milk 
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branch plant” in the town.75 As was true elsewhere, farm oriented development proved 

disappointing. In June of 1957, Armour and Company decided that it would shutter its creamery 

and poultry factory in Creston, shifting production to other nearby plants. This augured badly, 

suggesting that the town could not even hold onto the farm based industries it already had.76 

Between 1954 and 1958, manufacturing jobs in Union County declined by almost half.77 Firms 

like Veg-a-Peel and Center Milk Products failed to produce enough employment to counter 

Armour’s closure and the railroad’s decision to switch from steam to diesel fuel, which 

eliminated jobs in “steam-oriented repair shops.”78  

 Even as Crestonians continued to pursue farm related firms, local boosters were shifting 

their focus to outside manufacturers. Reflecting this new approach, Creston business leaders 

organized not one, but two industrial development corporations. Creston Industries Inc. was 

formed in 1956 as a for profit corporation, while the non-profit Creston Development Company 

was founded in 1959. Local boosters established multiple organizations, as explained in an 

informational booklet, to “give industries a choice of which service they wish to have.”79  

 In an attempt to make the town more appealing to industrial prospects, Creston officials 

went to great lengths to upgrade the town’s infrastructure and transportation networks. Local 
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leaders took to heart the advice of one out-of-town industrial planner, who informed the state’s 

chamber of commerce officials that, “Iowa’s…towns need to be modernized.”80 The central 

artery of southern Iowa was Highway 34. The Creston News Advertiser promoted improvements 

to the thoroughfare, calling on the state highway commission to revitalize Highway 34 and other 

local roads.81 The newspaper applauded the state government’s decision to widen the highway in 

the late 1950s as “the first stage of the road modernization program.”82 Starting in 1958, federal 

dollars funded the resurfacing of Highway 34 between Creston and the town of Afton.83  

During the 1950s, Creston’s utilities underwent a complete overhaul. Public and private 

institutions played a vital part in upgrading Creston’s electrical amenities. In 1957, the federal 

Rural Electrification Administration funded an expansion of the nearby Southwestern Federated 

Power Cooperative plant.84 Iowa Southern Utilities, a private company, announced a major 

expansion in the area, releasing plans in 1960 “to install a generating unit of approximately 

100,000 kilowatts of capacity.”85 Creston boasted an updated communications network when the 

town switched to a direct dialing system that same year, which enabled telephone calls without 

the use of an operator.86 Creston civic leaders turned the nearby Green Valley Lake into a water 
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reservoir and the city water department proposed to add “two big new water lines” to the town’s 

system, all to meet the hydraulic needs of potential industries.87  

In 1957, Creston Industries purchased farmland that surrounded the city for the purpose 

of creating an industrial park.88 Later that same year the city council rezoned the area for use by 

heavy industry.89 Creston Industries summed up its efforts in 1960, “Land has been acquired, or 

optioned…Zoning approval has been completed and utilities arranged to fit industrial needs in 

the area.”90 To provide industrialists with pertinent information, the Chamber of Commerce’s 

industrial bureau commissioned a labor survey in 1959.91 In 1961, city officials ordered an 

outside report to be produced by a St. Louis planning firm that would serve as a master plan for 

Creston’s future development.92  

 Crestonians saw their efforts validated in the year 1960. In early August of 1960, the 

local newspaper announced that the PurOlator Products Company, a manufacturer of motor 

filters headquartered in Rahway, New Jersey, was considering locating a branch plant in 

Creston.93 Known for its production of the “PurOlator” filter for the internal combustion engine, 

a name drawn from the phrase “pure oil later,” the company had been headquartered in New 

                                                
87 “Price Tells Opportunity for Industries in Area,” Creston News Advertiser, 5 November 1957; “Plan Two 

Big New Water Lines,” Creston News Advertiser, 22 July 1961.   
 
88  “Editorial: A Creston Industrial Site,” Creston News Advertiser, 16 October 1957.  
 
89 "Ask Rezoning for Industrial Sites,” Creston News Advertiser, 1 October 1957.  
 
90 “Creston Industries Has Meeting,” Creston News Advertiser, 2 March 1960. 
 
91 "Labor Survey Starts Monday: 10,000 Calls to Be Made in Week,” Creston News Advertiser, 22 

September 1959. 
 
92 "Select Consultants for City Planning Project: Council Approves Choice of Bartholomew Firm" Creston 

News Advertiser, 4 April 1961. 
 

 93 “Interviews for Possible Factory Jobs in Creston: PurOlater Products Man to Be Here Thursday-
Saturday,” Creston News Advertiser, 1 August 1960.   
 



 260 

York City when founded in 1923. After signing a major contract with the Chrysler Corporation 

for the “exclusive use” of their “filters in the complete line of Chrysler automobiles,” the firm 

sought out more spacious accommodations by relocating to Jersey City, and later Newark, New 

Jersey in the mid 1920s. Production boomed during the early 1940s as PurOlator Products began 

manufacturing filters for “heavy equipment and aircraft during World War II.” No stranger to 

relocation, the firm moved to Rahway in 1950.94  

  Located thirty miles outside of New York City, Rahway was part of the vast industrial 

network that was the larger New York metropolitan area. Like industrial suburbs throughout the 

area, Rahway became a major manufacturing locale in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century when it acquired several well-known firms, including the Regina Music Box Company, 

the pharmaceutical firm Merck and Co., and the Wheatena cereal company, along with numerous 

smaller concerns.95 During the 1950s, the PurOlator firm ventured outside of the New York 

metropolitan area by locating branch plants in Ringtown, Pennsylvania; Kent, Ohio; Wayne, 

Petersburg, and Dearborn, Michigan. With annual sales in the realm of $46,000,000 in 1959, 

PurOlator claimed to be the largest filter manufacturer in the world.96  Clearly a major national 

corporation, PurOlator’s consideration of a small town in rural Iowa exemplified the 

decentralization of heavy industry from eastern urban centers to the American heartland.  

 PurOlator’s connection with Creston began in the summer of 1959 when a traveling 

salesman from the town learned that the company was “thinking of expanding its manufacturing 

operations through location of a new plant.” The salesman informed the industrial bureau of the 
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Creston Chamber of Commerce. Merle Turner, the industrial bureau’s chairman and regional 

manager for the Iowa Southern Utilities Company, reached out to the Iowa Development 

Commission for help contacting PurOlator. IDC officials quickly put in a call to the PurOlator 

management, receiving a warm response from the firm. Gathering information on hand about 

Creston, Turner and the industrial bureau forwarded a packet to New York for the company’s 

perusal. Over the next year there were a “regular series of inquiries and presentations,” along 

with a visit by company representatives to “look over the community and site prospects.” 

Information regarding “utilities available, the cultural and educational services…labor potential, 

transportation…community attitude, and a score of other subjects” were presented to the firm. In 

August of 1960, PurOlator publicly announced it was considering the town.97  

 Residents first learned of the PurOlator project when a personnel manager was sent to the 

town to carry out interviews in order to assess the availability of local labor.98 In an attempt to 

pump up enthusiasm for the prospect, the Creston News Advertiser reminded inhabitants that the 

“[e]xpansion of efforts in industry” were “vital to the growth and general well being of a 

community” since more manufacturing jobs “means business to the community, greater activity 

in its community organizations, its churches, and its citizenry.”99 The newspaper reported that 

the personnel manager of PurOlator was “highly gratified” with the application process. If 
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acquired, the company estimated to bring 225 manufacturing jobs, more than Union County 

(163) as a whole had in 1958.100  

 Iowa Development Commission representatives accompanied the company’s officials to 

Creston. Robert Cannon, the IDC’s industrial relations director, and E.L. Johnson, the 

organization’s industrial field representative, traveled to Creston to meet with the PurOLator 

manager and help facilitate the interview process. Mr. Cannon, in the words of the local 

newspaper, “commended the Creston Industrial Committee for their organizational and 

educational work in behalf of industry,” noting that, “It is one of the finest jobs of any 

community in Iowa.”101 Although unbeknownst to local inhabitants, numerous conferences had 

been held in Creston, Des Moines, Rahway, and Chicago between local businessmen, IDC 

officials, and PurOlator corporate managers for more than a year.102  

 Behind the scenes, the chamber of commerce’s industrial development bureau, with help 

from the IDC, engaged in daily telephone negotiations with PurOlator officials. Numerous trips 

were also made to Rahway during the closing weeks and days leading up to the manufacturer’s 

decision. According to local journalistic accounts, “members worked full time for nearly two 

weeks, holding informal meetings and going over the proposition, detail by detail.” Out of this 

back and forth emerged a pivotal issue. The corporation required that the community put up 

$67,000 for the construction of the factory building.103  
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 On September 2, 1960, the Creston chamber’s industrial bureau held a meeting at the 

First Christian Church. Roughly 150 people showed up to hear the chairman of the industrial 

bureau, Merle Turner, call for increased community action to help entice PurOlator to Creston. 

Turner informed the audience that “community participation…with the construction of a 

building” would be required and that a “lease-purchase agreement for the proposed building has 

been prepared by the Creston committee and is in the hands of the PurOlator company for 

approval.” Turner called on the community to make contributions to the non-profit Creston 

Development Company for the factory building, assuring the audience that construction would 

begin as soon as the deal was finalized. Inspired local inhabitants made small double or triple 

digit donations, with one individual even contributing a thousand dollars. With the possibility of 

acquiring roughly 200 industrial jobs and a payroll of over half-a-million dollars a year, the 

meeting drew the president of the local chamber of commerce as well as the mayor of the 

town.104 Over the next few weeks, boosters solicited funds to fulfill the community’s portion of 

the factory bill. With a combination of sizeable donations, the largest being $10,000, and minor, 

the smallest being $5, the town reached the $67,000 goal in early September.105  

 A little over two weeks later, on September 19, 1960, big bold letters in the town’s 

newspaper reading, “THIS IS IT! PUROLATOR TO OPEN PLANT IN CRESTON,” announced 

the successful acquisition of the factory. With news of the firm’s decision, the Creston 

Development Company immediately set about constructing the $400,000 factory building. In 

fact, the development company had already broken ground on the 50,000 square foot building by 
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the time the Creston Chamber of Commerce made public the PurOlator firm’s decision. Once it 

was finished, the building would be rented out to the PurOlator Company with an option to buy 

the factory at the end of their 20-year lease agreement. $67,000 of the factory cost would be 

covered by “community participation funds” provided by local inhabitants. 106  

 In the months that followed, the financial dynamics of the PurOlator deal came to light. 

In March of 1961, the Creston Development Company announced that the PurOlator factory 

fund had exceeded its initial goal with a grand total of $76,329. Of these funds, $10,000 had 

been spent on the land for the PurOlator factory; $48,800 on an advance for the factory’s 

construction; $9,000 on a loan to the “company taking over permanent financing for Pur-O-lator 

building,” and just over $3,000 on legal fees to a Chicago law firm “to handle financing and 

lease purchase details, soil testing, and miscellaneous.” In total, the Creston Development 

Company spent $70,822.04 on the PurOlator project. The remaining organizational funds were 

invested in other land acquisitions that could be used for later potential industrial prospects.107 

  It is important to note, that, in comparison to the Baxter-Marion case, where local tax 

dollars were used to pay the entire bill for the Mar-Bax factory building, Creston footed only a 

fraction of the total cost, with a private lender actually financing the bulk of the building. In 

addition, “approximately one-third” of the money spent on “land acquisition and advance on 

construction” was to “be returned to the Development company when the details of the 

permanent financing have been worked out.”108 However, Creston was more than willing to 
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engage in industrial financing. After industrial revenue bonds were legalized in Iowa in 1963, 

Creston used them to finance two factory relocations.109 

 Local and state businessmen applauded Creston’s industrial development triumph.  “The 

people of the Creston Community are to be congratulated upon their splendid interest and 

cooperation,” Merle Turner exclaimed.110 Ed Storey, the chairman of the Iowa Development 

Commission, released a public statement explaining that: 

We have realized for sometime the possibilities and potential of the community of 
Creston and also for sometime we were anxious but frustrated to see this potential 
dormant…To our satisfaction we have seen the spark of progress, community pride and 
community development burst into a flame of achievement. With the coming of Purolator 
company, one of America’s leading manufacturers, to Creston, which will add…to the 
economic well-being of this area, comes the reward of hours of unselfish, untiring effort 
on behalf of not only the leaders of your community, your Chamber of Commerce, and 
your industrial development organization but to every citizen.111 

 

Local boosters expressed appreciation to their corporate patrons. Merle Turner published a letter 

to the President of PurOlator declaring, “We welcome you and assure you that everyone will do 

their utmost to make the Creston plant PurOlator’s most successful operation.” The Mayor of 

Creston, Arnold W. Cook, also thanked PurOlator in a public letter. Similar epistles appeared 

from the president of the Chamber of Commerce and other local businessmen.112  

 In a final act of self-congratulations, the local newspaper printed a thank you to the 

industrial bureau’s executive committee who had spearheaded the PurOlator project, a group that 

included nearly all of those in positions of power in the Creston Chamber of Commerce and 
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Creston Industries Inc.113 Material as well as psychological benefits abounded for local elites. In 

December of 1960, the local newspaper reported that the construction of the PurOlator factory 

building was well underway. The contractor for the project was Dale Boyd, a member of the 

board of director of Creston Industries Inc. and a pivotal player in the effort to bring the filter 

manufacturer to the town.114   

At 7:50 am on the morning of June 12, 1961, the PurOlator factory’s manufacturing line 

went into operation. The first filter off the line was presented as a gift to the industrial bureau of 

Creston’s Chamber of Commerce.115 Two days later, on June 14, the Iowa Development 

Commission presented Creston with the “grand award…for outstanding initiative in the field of 

industrial development.”116 Within a few months, the factory was employing fifty-four people as 

it amped up production. 117 Although it is unclear how many people Purolator employed at its 

height (promising over two hundred jobs at various points), the Union County History Book 

noted that the plant had at least 160 workers at one point.118  

 But Purolator was only the first in what would be an extended period of industrial growth 

for Creston and Union County throughout the 1960s and into the early 1970s. In 1964, the Hills-

McCanna Corporation decided to locate a magnesium foundry in the town’s new industrial park. 
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In 1971, Wellman Dynamics bought the Hill-McCanna plant and rebranded it as the New 

Wellman Dynamics Corporation, a manufacturer of aerospace industrial castings that employed 

four hundred workers at one point. Green Valley Chemical Company, a manufacturer of 

anhydrous ammonia for the creation of nitrogen fertilizer, established a factory north of Creston 

in 1965. The Vanmark Corporation (formerly Veg-a-Peel) also decided to move into a new 

building in Creston’s industrial park. In addition to these notable firms, Creston and Union 

County also saw the growth of several local industries and smaller plants throughout the 1960s 

and 70s.119 By 1972, according to the Census Bureau, Union County had roughly 600 

manufacturing employees.120 This was three to four times more than the 163 employees the 

county had in 1958.121 As will be seen in the next chapter, the neighboring town of Centerville 

experienced a similar period of industrial growth during the 1960s and early 1970s. Creston and 

Centerville were part of a major industrial expansion that was sweeping across rural and small-

town communities throughout the American heartland. 

 

Rural Industrialization: The View From Above 
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Statistics, Part 1. General Summary, Alabama-Montana, US Department of Commerce, Census Bureau 
(Washington D.C.: 1977). Unfortunately, it is difficult to say exactly how many manufacturing employees there 
were in 1972 because the Census Bureau started listing county manufacturing employees by the thousands in the 
1960s. Union County is listed as having “0.6” of “All Employees (1,000),” but since the statistics only go to one 
decimal place the exact number is difficult to determine. For most research purposes, this small margin is probably 
irrelevant, but for rural counties it is fairly significant.  
 
 121 “Iowa, Table 3, General Statistics for Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas, Counties, and Selected 
Cities: 1958 and 1954, 14-7,” 1958 Census of Manufactures, U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census 
(Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1961).  
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 As an academic inquiry, rural and small-town industrialization received significant 

attention in the 1970s and 80s.122 During this period, scholars from a wide variety of disciplines 

participated in a far-flung investigation into the nature and extent of nonmetropolitan 

industrialization. Among the avalanche of research produced on the topic, several scholarly 

publications captured what appeared to be the broad consensus that rural industrialization was 

ubiquitous during the third quarter of the twentieth century.  

 Gene F. Summers and several rural sociologists published a comprehensive study in 

1976, titled Industrial Invasion of Nonmetropolitan America: A Quarter Century of Experience. 

Synthesizing the findings of over 180 case studies on rural industrialization, Summers et al. 

unequivocally concluded that, “In recent years industries have been looking to rural areas and 

small towns for new plant locations,” and that, “There is no doubt that capital is migrating to 

nonmetropolitan areas.”123 A later study undertaken by Gene Summers and Arne Selvik brought 

together scholars from the fields of geography, sociology, political science, regional 

development and planning, and economics. Examining the United States and Europe, 

Nonmetropolitan Industrial Growth and Community Change concluded that, “industry has been 

migrating from established urban-industrial centers into the nonmetropolitan hinterland since the 

mid-1950s.” This process was especially apparent in America, which was undergoing an 

“extensive transformation of its industrial landscape.”124  

                                                
 122 Claude Haren, “Rural Industrial Growth in the 1960’s,” American Journal of Agricultural Economics, 
Vol. 52, No. 3 (August. 1970), 431-437 is often given credit for having spurred research in this field.  
 
 123 Gene Summers, et al. The Industrial Invasion of Nonmetropolitan America: A Quarter Century of 
Experience (New York: Praeger Publishers 1976), v, xiv.  
 
 124 Gene Summers and Arne Selvik, eds. Nonmetropolitan Industrial Growth and Community Change 
(Lexington: D.C. Heath and Company, 1979), vii, xi.   
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 Many of these findings were given greater quantitative and statistical backing by a 

Russell Sage Foundation sponsored study titled Rural and Small Town America, which was part 

of an “ambitious series of volumes aimed at converting the vast statistical yield of the 1980 

census into authoritative analyses of major changes and trends in American life.” Led by 

University of Wisconsin rural sociologist Glenn Fuguitt, Cornell University sociologist David L. 

Brown, and USDA research analyst Calvin L. Beale, the study provided substantial statistical 

data for its sweeping conclusions. Some of the most important findings were that, “There was a 

marked deconcentration of industry into many remote areas, particularly in the 1960s,” and 

“Manufacturing employment was redistributed toward the nonmetropolitan Midwest and South 

during the 1960s and 1970s.”125 This scholarship conclusively showed that rural industrialization 

in northern Arkansas and southern Iowa was part of a much larger process. Drawing from these 

works, as well as other studies focusing specifically on Arkansas and Iowa, this section provides 

a broad sketch of rural and small-town industrial development.  

 Throughout the 1940s and much of the 1950s, manufacturing growth was primarily a 

metropolitan phenomena, with most industries choosing to either remain in their traditional 

urban industrial homes or relocate to the suburban fringe. Capital mobility during this period 

remained largely inter- and intra-metropolitan. Most firms relocated from city centers to suburbs 

within their own metropolitan areas, or to the cities and suburbs of other regions, notably the 

South and West.126 The remarkable growth of Sunbelt metropolises, including Atlanta, Dallas, 

Los Angeles, and Phoenix between 1940 and 1960 attest to this pattern. On a smaller scale, this 

same trend took place within rural states like Iowa. One Iowa Business Digest study titled, 

                                                
 125 Glenn V. Fuguitt, David L. Brown, and Calvin L. Beale, Rural and Small Town America, National 
Committee for Research on the 1980 Census  (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1989), 280, 289.  
 
 126 Gene Summers, et al. The Industrial Invasion of Nonmetropolitan America, 7-11.  
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“Shifts in Manufacturing Employment Within Iowa Counties, 1947-1954,” concluded that, 

“[T]he movement of manufacturing activity away from the large cities has been toward the 

suburban, rather than the rural, areas.”127  

 During the late 1940s and early 1950s, rural and small-town areas experienced little 

industrial expansion. The manufacturing growth that did occur in the countryside consisted of 

farm and natural resource industries. Most firms produced inputs for the farm economy or 

processed the byproducts of agriculture and other raw materials. These firms were predominantly 

small enterprises, almost all of which had fewer than one hundred employees. Similarly, rural 

industries were geared towards production for local markets, rarely shipping their wares to 

distant consumers.128 A study on “The Economy of Southern Iowa,” concluded that the rural and 

small-town counties of Appanoose, Clarke, Davis, Decatur, Lucas, Monroe, Ringgold, and 

Union had actually experienced a net decline in manufacturing employment between 1947 and 

1954. Many surviving enterprises continued to be engaged in either “processing farm products” 

or the manufacturing of “farm machinery.”129 A separate study on the Ozark Mountain region 

also argued that, “Manufacturing employment in the Ozark Region constitutes a small proportion 

of the labor force and is dominated by agriculturally related manufacturing.”130 

                                                
 127 Clifford M. Baumback, “Shifts in Manufacturing Employment Within Iowa Counties, 1947-1954,” Iowa 
Business Digest, Vol. 28, No. 12, December 1957, 1, 5, 6, 7, quote on 1.   
 
 128 Clark C. Bloom, “Manufacturing Activities in Iowa Towns of 2,500-5,000 Population,” Iowa Business 
Digest, Vol. 28, No. 4, April 1957, 1-3; Thomas Edward Till, Jr., “Rural Industrialization and Southern Rural 
Poverty: Patterns of Labor Demand in Southern Nonmetropolitan Markets and Their Impact on the Poor, 1959-
1969,” (Ph.D. Diss.: University of Texas, Austin, 1972), 109.  
 
 129 Clifford M. Baumback and Clark C. Bloom, “The Economy of Southern Iowa,” Iowa Business Digest, 
June 1959, 22-30, esp. 24-25. For statistical data showing the decline in railroad employment in rural Iowa counties, 
see, Rory Edward Moehnke, “The Changing Industrial Employment Structure of Iowa Communities between 1960 
and 1970” (Ph.D. Diss. Iowa State University, 1974), 37a.  
 
 130  Lloyd D. Bender and Max F. Jordan, “An Economic Analysis of the Ozark Region” (Preliminary 
Draft—October 15, 1965) Undertaken by the Agricultural Experiment Station of the University of Arkansas and the 
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 Starting in the mid-to-late 1950s, various sources indicated that manufacturing 

employment was expanding within nonmetropolitan areas.131 The Iowa Development 

Commission widely publicized its own findings that towns with populations under 2,500 

received thirty-six percent of new Iowa industries and thirty-two-and-a-half percent of new 

manufacturing jobs during the first six months of 1958. Similarly, towns with populations from 

2,500 to 10,000 accounted for twenty-four percent of new industries as well. In total, sixty 

percent of all new industries locating in Iowa between January and June of 1958 chose towns 

with populations less than 10,000.132 In southern Iowa, it was apparent to one analyst by 1958 

“that the center of manufacturing employment gravity has begun to shift away from Ottumwa 

[the nearby industrial center] toward smaller cities to the west, such as Albia, Centerville, and 

Chariton.”133 In the rural Arkansas Ozarks, manufacturing employment increased by 36.4% 

between 1950 and 1960, while the national rate was only 19.3%.134 Much of northern Arkansas’s 

industrialization likely took place at the end of the 1950s. In Baxter and Boone counties, 

combined manufacturing employment increased by only 127 between 1954 and 1958.135  

 Rural industrialization reached its zenith during the 1960s. As Summers et al. have 

argued in Industrial Invasion of Nonmetropolitan America, “Between 1960 and 1970 

                                                                                                                                                       
Economic Development Division, Economic Research Service, US Department of Agriculture (Fayetteville: 
University of Arkansas Special Collections).  
 
 131 H.L. Seyler, “Contemporary Research Emphasis in the United States,” in Gene F. Summer and Arne 
Selvik, eds. Nonmetropolitan Industrial Growth and Community Change, 45.  
 
 132 “Small Towns Getting Share of New Industry,” Creston News Advertiser, 23 July 1958.   
 
 133  Clifford M. Baumback and Clark C. Bloom, “The Economy of Southern Iowa,” Iowa Business Digest, 
June 1959, 29.  
 
 134 Lloyd D. Bender and Max F. Jordan, “An Economic Analysis of the Ozark Region,” Table 39, pg. 111.  
  
 135 “Arkansas, Table 3, General Statistics for Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas, Counties, and 
Selected Cities: 1958 and 1954, 3-5,” 1958 Census of Manufactures, U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the 
Census (Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1961). 
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manufacturing employment in metropolitan areas grew 4 percent but 22 percent in 

nonmetropolitan areas. In less urbanized and sparsely populated nonmetropolitan areas the rate 

of increase was even higher.”136 A separate study found that the number of nonmetropolitan 

people employed in manufacturing increased by 27.5% during the period between 1960 and 

1970. However, manufacturing growth was concentrated in the rural and small-town areas of the 

Midwest and South. In the 1960s, the nonmetropolitan population employed in manufacturing 

increased by only 10.2% in the Northeast and 1.9 % in the West, but it mushroomed by 25.4% in 

the Midwest and 40.6% in the South.137  

 By the end of the 1960s, industrial growth coupled with the continual decline in 

agricultural employment resulted in manufacturing surpassing farming as the countryside’s 

dominant economic sector. In 1960, even with the precipitous decline in farm employment since 

World War I, and the expansion of manufacturing during the 1950s, agriculture still employed 

about as many people as manufacturing (19.2% for agriculture, and 21.9% for manufacturing) in 

nonmetropolitan America. However, by 1970, manufacturing employed over twice as many 

people in nonmetropolitan America, composing 25.1% of total employment in comparison to 

agriculture’s 10.4%.138 Given the greater rate of manufacturing growth in the rural Midwest and 

South, as well as their overdependence on agriculture, the shift was almost assuredly more 

radical. By 1970, rural and small-town America had entered a post-agricultural era where 

farming represented only a minor, and shrinking, portion of employment.  

                                                
 136 Gene Summers, et al. The Industrial Invasion of Nonmetropolitan America, v.   
 
 137 Glenn V. Fuguitt, David L. Brown, and Calvin L. Beale, Rural and Small Town America 269, 283.  
 
 138  Glenn V. Fuguitt, David L. Brown, and Calvin L. Beale, Rural and Small Town America 269, 269.  
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 In Arkansas and Iowa, rural manufacturing employment ballooned throughout the 1960s. 

Fortunately, two dissertation studies undertaken in the early 1970s provided invaluable 

quantitative examinations of both states. Rory Moehnke’s economics dissertation, “The 

Changing Industrial Employment Structure of Iowa Communities between 1960 and 1970,” 

examined rural industrial growth in Iowa by dividing the state’s ninety-nine counties into four 

separate categories based on population density. Counties in southern Iowa fell into the two least 

densely populated categories. Clarke, Decatur, Ringgold, and Wayne counties were grouped into 

category 1 (with 14.0 to 23.9 people per square mile), while Appanoose, Lucas, and Union were 

located in category 2 (24.0 to 36.9 people per square mile). Categories three and four contained 

the state’s most densely populated counties.139  

 Throughout the decade, Iowa’s least densely populated areas experienced the highest 

rates of manufacturing growth. During the 1960s, manufacturing employment in Iowa increased 

by 14.8%, while the U.S. rate was 13.3%.140  In the least densely populated counties of category 

1, manufacturing employment increased by 36.7%. In category 2, manufacturing employment 

grew by 39.4%. In comparison, the more densely populated counties in category 3 experienced a 

22.2% increase in manufacturing employment, while category 4 exhibited only a 7.7% increase.  

The rural counties in category 2, which included Appanoose and Union, produced close to the 

same total number of manufacturing jobs (12,081) as categories 3 and 4 combined (14,959).141  

                                                
 139 Rory Edward Moehnke, “The Changing Industrial Employment Structure of Iowa Communities 
between 1960 and 1970” (Ph.D. Diss. Iowa State University, 1974), 7. Category three included those counties with 
between 37.0 and 64.9 people per square mile, such as Dallas, Jasper, Warren, and others. Category four included 
the state’s most densely populated counties, including Polk, Johnson and Linn, with between 65.0 and 461.0 people 
per square mile.   
 
 140 Ibid., 27.   
 
 141 Moehnke, “The Changing Industrial Employment Structure of Iowa…” 33a.  
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 The story was much the same in Arkansas. Thomas Till’s economics dissertation, “Rural 

Industrialization and Southern Rural Poverty: Patterns of Labor Demands in Southern 

Nonmetropolitan Labor Markets and Their Impact on the Poor, 1959-1969,” examined 

nonmetropolitan places in the states of Arkansas, Mississippi, and South Carolina. As was true 

throughout the rest of the nation in the 1960s, nonmetropolitan areas in these states experienced a 

major shift away from agriculture and toward industry. In these predominantly rural, agricultural 

states, the transformation was even more stunning. According to Till, “As late as 1960…(despite 

the decline of agricultural employment in the 1950’s) the nonmetro South had ten farming jobs 

for every six manufacturing.” But while agricultural employment declined by 61.9% in the 

nonmetropolitan areas of Arkansas, Mississippi, and South Carolina in the 1960s, manufacturing 

grew by 68.3%. The end result was a dramatic “reversal of…traditional roles.” By 1970, “for 

every two agricultural jobs there were five in manufacturing.” Where there had been ten-to-six 

jobs in favor of agriculture at the beginning of the decade, it was ten-to-four in favor of 

manufacturing by the end of the 1960s. In census defined “rural areas,” manufacturing composed 

30 percent of all employment in 1970, while agriculture made up just 11 percent.142 

 Not only was rural manufacturing expanding during the 1960s, but the new industries 

diverged significantly from those previously attracted to nonmetropolitan areas. Most recent 

manufacturing were from the central industrial sectors of the American economy. In rural Iowa, 

the most rapidly growing industrial sectors were metals, electrical and non-electrical machinery, 

motor vehicles, and chemicals.143 In the nonmetropolitan areas of Arkansas, Mississippi, and 

                                                
 142 Thomas Edward Till, Jr., “Rural Industrialization and Southern Rural Poverty: Patterns of Labor 
Demand in Southern Nonmetropolitan Labor Markets and Their Impact on the Poor, 1959-1969,” (Ph.D. Diss. 
University of Texas, Austin, 1972).   
  
 143 Rory Edward Moehnke, “The Changing Industrial Employment Structure of Iowa …” 47a.  
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South Carolina during the 1960s, manufacturing employment increased the most in apparel, 

electrical machinery, transportation, chemicals, furniture, and nonelectrical machinery. These 

places also experienced significant growth in other manufacturing sectors, such as primary 

metals, stone, clay, and glass products, rubber and plastics, and petroleum and coal products.144 

Arkansas and Iowa mirrored the national level, where the fastest growing industrial sectors in 

nonmetropolitan America between 1970 and 1980 were, in order: non-electrical machinery, 

printing and publishing, chemicals and allied products, electrical products, primary metals, and 

motor vehicles/transportation.145 Unlike traditional rural industries that were locally owned and 

operated, new manufacturers were often controlled by outside interests and sold their products in 

distant markets. One study on rural southern Iowa concluded that new “manufacturing activity is 

largely the result of the decentralization movement among the nation’s large corporations.”146 

During the boom, rural America increasingly came to resemble the larger industrial world.  

 Statistics on nonmetropolitan manufacturing in the 1960s appear even more impressive 

when one considers that the overall growth rate was held back by the decline of older industrial 

sectors. Many natural resource and raw material based industries either stagnated or lost jobs 

during the decade, continuing a trend witnessed in the mid-to-late 1950s.147 Industrial jobs in the 

fields of textiles, food processing, and other nondurable manufacturing declined throughout the 

1960s in many states. Iowa in fact lost nearly eleven thousand total jobs in the food and kindred 

industrial category, as well as a net loss in all of its nondurable manufacturing. Jobs in the 

industrial category of furniture and lumber also declined in Iowa by 3.3% during the 1960s. 
                                                
 144 Till, “Rural Industrialization and Southern Rural Poverty,” 92.  
 
 145 Glenn V. Fuguitt, David L. Brown, and Calvin L. Beale, Rural and Small Town America, 278.  
 
 146 Clifford M. Baumback and Clark C. Bloom, “The Economy of Southern Iowa,” 30.  
 
 147 Ibid., 29.   
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These patterns held true in the less densely populated Iowa counties as well, with raw material 

based fields such as lumber, textiles, and food and kindred either losing industrial jobs or 

experiencing minor growth.148 In nonmetropolitan areas of Arkansas, Mississippi and South 

Carolina, food processing experienced a much slower rate of economic growth than the more 

dynamic industrial sectors, “while lumber suffered an absolute decline in jobs.” The industrial 

category of “cotton weaving mill” also “suffered an absolute decline in that decade.”149 

Relocated urban factories and branch plants were replacing farming jobs and natural resource 

linked industries.  

 The industrial boom continued throughout most of the 1970s, though at a slower rate than 

the previous decade. During the 1970s, manufacturing employment in nonmetropolitan America 

continued to grow by 20.7%, an impressive total when the metropolitan rate was merely 7.7%. 

However, this was down from the 27.5% increase experienced during the 1960s. The same 

pattern was identifiable on the regional level. While the population employed in manufacturing 

increased by 18.2% between 1970 and 1980 in the nonmetropolitan Midwest, this was 

significantly lower than the 25.4% increase of the 1960s. In the nonmetropolitan South, the 

population employed in manufacturing grew by 24.8% during the 1970s, down significantly 

from the astonishing 40.6% of the 1960s. Nonetheless, nonmetropolitan manufacturing 

experienced expansive growth during the 1970s as a whole.150 

                                                
 148 Rory Edward Moehnke, “The Changing Industrial Employment Structure of Iowa …” 20a, 26a, 47a.  
These findings were corroborated in a separate study, Shyamal Roy Chowdhury, Earl O. Heady, Robert W. Crown, 
“Growth and Characteristics of Rural Industrialization in Iowa,” Center for Agricultural and Rural Development, 
Iowa State University, Card Report 58, 1975, 55.  
 
 149 Till, “Rural Industrialization and Southern Rural Poverty,” 92, 127.   
 
 150 Glenn V. Fuguitt, David L. Brown, and Calvin L. Beale, Rural and Small Town America, 269, 273, 283.  
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 In the mid-to-late 1970s, however, there were clear signs that rural manufacturing growth 

was slowing. The economic downturn of the Carter era caused many factories and branch plants 

to close down.151 The town of Centerville, Iowa, which had acquired a half dozen major 

manufacturers during the 1960s and 1970s, saw several of these factories fold as a result of 

America’s economic slowdown. After having opened a plant in Centerville in 1974, the Penn 

Dixie Corporation filed for bankruptcy in 1975, ultimately forcing the firm to shutter its factory. 

The McGraw-Edison Co. closed down in 1976 after operating for eleven years in the town.152 

 During the 1970s, industrial development in Creston became increasingly rocky. In the 

late 1970s, the Creston Area Concrete Company established itself in the town. In 1979, two Ohio 

based tile manufacturers, Advance Drainage Systems, Inc. and Hancor, Inc., constructed plants 

in the town’s industrial park. But one major industrial prospect, Springfield Plastics, lasted only 

a few months after establishing a factory in 1977. The firm that started Creston’s industrial 

expansion, PurOlator, closed down its plant in 1975 after fifteen years. However, the Bunn-O-

Matic company, a manufacturer of “coffee makers and other food service equipment,” took over 

the Purolator factory in 1977, providing 170 jobs for a largely female workforce153 By 1977, 

Union County’s manufacturing employment had dropped to somewhere around 400.154 Still a 

significant increase since the late 1950s, but nonetheless down from its peak or roughly 600. 

                                                
 151 Judith Stein, Pivotal Decade: How the United States Traded Factories for Finance in the Seventies 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 115.  
 
 152  Appanoose County Historical Society, “Economic Development” in History of Appanoose County 
(Dallas: Taylor Publishing Co., 1986), 48.  
 

153 Union County Historical Society, Union County History (Dallas: Taylor Publishing Company, 1981), 
19.  Though not a comprehensive list, the UCH book provides a detailed overview of the Creston’s industrial 
development during the postwar period. For the sake of brevity, I have not listed every single firm or industry that is 
mentioned in the UCH book or the local newspaper, focusing largely on more noteworthy industrial acquisitions.  

 
 154 “Table 4. All Manufacturing Statistics for the State, Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas, Counties, 
and Selected Cities: 1977 and 1972, Iowa 16-9” 1977 Census of Manufactures, Volume III, Geographic Area 
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 The economic recession of 1979 to 1982 marked the end of rural industrial boom. After 

the Reagan recession, as argued in the authoritative study Rural and Small Town America:  

…manufacturing which was the ‘engine’ of nonmetropolitan growth during the 1970s, 
displayed the sharpest slowdown in employment growth….Employment growth in 
manufacturing has remained essentially stagnant since 1980 because of intensified 
foreign competition, technology induced increases in labor productivity, and a new 
practice among manufacturers of buying services from specialized firms that they 
previously produced themselves.155 
 

Though manufacturing was a central component of the rural economy by the 1980s, it became 

increasingly difficult for smaller communities to acquire new industries or hold onto their past 

acquisitions.  

 In total, the rural industrial boom lasted for twenty to twenty five years, starting in the 

mid-to-late 1950s and ending in the mid-to-late 1970s. While the rural industrial boom did not 

last forever, it was the defining economic process within the American heartland for almost a 

quarter century. But no matter how impressive, statistics cannot capture the psychological impact 

of the countryside’s manufacturing expansion. Rural industrial development was ideological, its 

intellectual grasp far exceeding its economic reach. For depressed rural communities with few 

economic alternatives, anecdotal evidence of manufacturing growth was more than enough to 

sustain their collective belief in a project they desperately wanted to succeed. Scholars may 

debate the relative significance of rural manufacturing job totals and percentage increases, but 

for most citizens of America’s rural heartland, industrialization was manifest.   

 

                                                                                                                                                       
Statistics, Part 1. General Summary, Alabama-Montana, US Department of Commerce, Census Bureau 
(Washington D.C.: 1977).  
 
 155 Glenn V. Fuguitt, David L. Brown, and Calvin L. Beale, Rural and Small Town America, 231, 247, 254-
55, 275.   
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Chapter 7: The Triumph of Business Politics in America’s Rural Heartland 

 
 In the late 1960s, voters throughout America’s rural heartland cast their ballots for pro-

business politicians. While rural voters had rejected the conservative candidacy of Barry 

Goldwater in 1964, they endorsed “middle of the road” Republicans in the 1966 and 1968 

elections. Small-town business leaders facilitated the GOP’s breakthrough. Local boosters turned 

partisan operatives, like northern Arkansas’s John Paul Hammerschmidt and southern Iowa’s 

Robert Beck, helped usher rural and small-town voters into a new Republican coalition. Drawing 

from their small-town business backgrounds and industrial development careers, 

Hammerschmidt and Beck helped convince rural Americans that GOP policies would propel 

economic development in the countryside. In 1968, rural voters in southern Iowa and northern 

Arkansas voted for Republican candidates at nearly every level of government.  

 During the 1970s, however, moderate Democrats challenged the Republican stranglehold 

over the rural and small-town electorate. Embracing pro-business positions, private sector 

development, and corporate style governance, politicians such as Dale Bumpers and Jimmy 

Carter enabled the Democratic Party to compete for rural voters. Carter’s 1976 presidential 

campaign highlighted a new era of partisan competition in America’s rural heartland, at the same 

time that it represented a broader bipartisan consensus. After 1976, Republicans and Democrats 

would compete for rural votes countrywide, but with increasingly similar economic platforms.  

 

John Paul Hammerschmidt and Northern Arkansas  
 
 John Paul Hammerschmidt was a product of the Ozarks. Born in 1922 in Boone County, 

Hammerschmidt attended high school in the county seat of Harrison before entering the Citadel, 

a prestigious military academy in South Carolina. He eventually returned home and enrolled in 
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the University of Arkansas, but the start of World War II resulted in a prolonged educational 

hiatus. Hammerschmidt enlisted in the military after Pearl Harbor and became a combat pilot, 

flying missions in southeastern Asia. After being discharged from the military, he attended 

Oklahoma A&M but was forced to leave school when his father fell ill, returning home to 

Harrison to take over the family lumber business.  

 The Hammerschmidts had a long history in northern Arkansas. The family had been in 

the lumber business for three generations. John Paul’s grandfather had migrated to northern 

Arkansas at the beginning of the twentieth century and established the Hammerschmidt Lumber 

Company in Boone County. John Paul Hammerschmidt helped to expand the family’s business 

by forming the Construction Products Company, which engaged in residential and commercial 

construction, as well as other land development projects. He also participated in the local 

banking industry, serving as a member of the board of directors for the First National Bank of 

Harrison and the Harrison Federal Savings and Loan Association.  

 Hammerschmidt worked hard to establish connections with the larger business world. At 

various points, he served as the president of both the Arkansas Lumber Dealers Association as 

well as the Southwestern Lumberman’s Association. But his ambitions were not merely local or 

regional, but national. Hammerschmidt eventually joined the board of directors of the National 

Lumber and Building Materials Dealers Association.1 These affiliations were extensions of 

Hammerschmidt’s robust institutional presence in local Harrison organizations—churches, 

fraternal groups, civic organizations, and other voluntary associations.2 

                                                
 1 “Hammerschmidt: Man of the Year…Harrison Honors Hammerschmidt,” Arkansas Outlook, June 1965, 
3; “Meet the Candidates—GOP Presents Impressive Slate,” Arkansas Outlook, May 1966, 4.  
 
 2 See chapter four.   
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  John Paul Hammerschmidt was an exemplar of small-town boosterism. Hammerschmidt 

was just thirty-two years old when elected to the Harrison Chamber of Commerce board of 

directors in 1954.3 By 1957, he had been promoted to co-chairman of the chamber’s membership 

and finance committee.4 When businessmen organized the Boone County Industrial 

Development Corporation in 1956, Hammerschmidt was one of the “original incorporators.”5 

Typical of their duties, Hammerschmidt and other industrial corporation members met with 

engineers and officials from the Oberman Company in 1957 to discuss plans for a factory 

expansion that would increase the firm’s employment from 400 to 600 people.6 In April of 1957, 

Hammerschmidt informed a large audience in the Harrison High School gym about the financial 

aspects of constructing Oberman’s new plant. The total cost would be around a quarter of a 

million dollars, with that the development corporation expected to pitch in $54,000 and the 

Arkansas Industrial Development Commission providing the other two hundred and sixteen 

thousand.7 By the early 1960s, Hammerschmidt had become the chairman of the Chamber of 

Commerce’s industrial committee.8 In 1964, Hammerschmidt was named president of the Boone 

County Industrial Development Corporation.9  

  Between 1955 and 1966, the years Hammerschmidt served in the local leadership, 

Harrison and Boone County engaged in far flung industrial development activities. An 

                                                
 3 “Seven Members Are Elected to C. of C. Board,” Boone County Headlight, 9 September 1954.   
 
 4 “New Chamber of Commerce Officers Installed,” Boone County Headlight, 31 January 1957.   
 
 5  “CofC Backs Local Industrial Corporation,” Boone County Headlight, 4 June 1956.   
 
 6 “Plans Studied for Oberman Building Here: Local Industrial Group Meets with Company Engineers,” 
Boone County Headlight, February 28, 1957.   
 
 7 “100 Attend CofC Meeting,” Boone County Headlight, 11 April 1957.   
 
 8 “Chamber of Commerce Salutes Industry,” Boone County Headlight, 31 October 1963.  
 
 9 “Hammerschmidt Heads Industrial Corporation,” Boone County Headlight, 10 December 1964.   
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examination of the town’s newspaper during these years reveals a telling industrialization 

narrative. Industrial development started off gradually. In 1956 the Boone County Headlight 

noted, “Harrison is slowly but surely becoming an industrial center.” In recent years, the town 

had acquired several small manufacturing concerns, including the Claridge Products and 

Equipment Co., which had twenty-five employees, and the Arkansas Die Casting Company, with 

fourteen workers. These new enterprises complemented established “woodwork industries,” like 

the Hammerschmidt Lumber Company and the Turney Wood Products Company, along with the 

Oberman Garment Factory.10 In 1957, it was announced that Northome Furniture Industries Inc. 

would establish a branch plant in Harrison. The renamed Harrison Furniture Frames, Inc. was 

expected to employ 150 people within a few years.11 In December of 1958, the Oberman firm’s 

new factory and the Harrison Furniture plant were dedicated.12 In 1960, a local machine shop 

and a steel fabrication firm merged to create an expanded factory.13  

 During the 1960s, the local Chamber of Commerce and the Boone County Industrial 

Development Corporation publicized numerous industrial prospects and acquisitions. In April of 

1962, the Harrison chamber announced that a “blue chip” industry from “a northern state” had 

decided on Harrison for a plant location, but the deal remained contingent on the construction of 

nearby dam in order to meet the firm’s water needs.14 In early 1963, local officials announced the 

acquisition of a bag manufacturing plant, to be branded the Harrison Bag Company, as well as 

                                                
 10 “Paragraphically Speaking…” Column, Boone County Headlight, 4 April 1956.   
 
 11 “New Furniture Plant To Locate Here,”Boone County Headlight, 28 November 1957.   
 
 12 “Harrison Secures Another Industry on Eve of Dedication for 2 Plants,” Boone County Headlight, 18 
December 1958.   
 
 13 “Machine Shop, Steel Fabrication Plant Expand,” Boone County Headlight, 7 April 1960.   
 
 14 “Paper Manufacturer Picks Harrison,” Boone County Headlight, 26 April 1962.   
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the decision by a California tool and die plant to move its facilities to the town.15 Later the same 

year, a charcoal firm headquartered in Branson, Missouri decided to locate a $100,000 plant in 

Boone County.16 In May of 1966, Hammerschmidt announced the purchase of a 137-acre plot of 

land for the construction of an industrial park. Boosters lined up a new woodworking plant to 

become the park’s first industry.17 In a move indicative of the period, a small trophy 

manufacturer relocated from Detroit to Harrison in August of 1966.18 In 1968, Flexsteel 

Industries Inc., formerly the Harrison Furniture Frames Co., announced a $52,000 addition to its 

plant, which was expected to increase employment to around 180.19 Between 1954 and 1972, 

Boone County’s manufacturing employment increased from 876 to 1,900.20  

 Not everything went smoothly on Boone County’s industrial scene. In March of 1968, 

Turney Wood Products Inc., a manufacturer of church furniture and one of Harrison’s largest 

employers with 215 jobs, closed down its plant after not being able to make its payroll. The firm 

had been in Harrison for twenty years, but had recently been sold to a group of Tulsa 

businessmen. Despite frantic meetings between company officials, members of the local 

Chamber of Commerce, and the city council, the firm struggled to find financing to restart 
                                                
 15 “New Industry for Harrison,” Boone County Headlight, 31 January 1963, “Another Industry for 
Harrison: Die Making Plant Moving Here From California, Boone County Headlight, 14 March 1963.   
 
 16 “20 Kilns to Use Local Hardwoods-$100,000 Charcoal Plant for County,” Boone County Headlight, 5 
September 1963.   
 
 17 “$400,000,Water, Sewer Project Approved: 137-Acre Industrial Park Purchased,” Boone County 
Headlight, 19 May 1966; “New Industry to Locate Here,” Boone County Headlight, 19 May 1966.  
 
 18 “Trophy Manufacturing Firm—New Industry in Harrison,” Boone County Headlight, 26 August 1966.   
 
 19 “Flexsteel Plant Expanding Third time in Nine Years,” Boone County Headlight, 4 April 1968.  
 
 20 “Arkansas, Table 3, General Statistics for Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas, Counties, and 
Selected Cities: 1958 and 1954, 3-5,” 1958 Census of Manufactures, U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the 
Census (Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1961). “Table 4. All Manufacturing Statistics for the 
State, Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas, Counties, and Selected Cities: 1977 and 1972, Arkansas 4-8” 1977 
Census of Manufactures, Volume III, Geographic Area Statistics, Part 1. General Summary, Alabama-Montana, US 
Department of Commerce, Census Bureau (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1977). 
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operations.21 The plant was reopened within a week after filing for bankruptcy in an attempt to 

shed its debt. While in receivership, officials explored the possibility of selling the factory. 22 

However, the plant was later put up for public auction since a buyer could not be found.23  

 While northern Arkansas experienced ups-and-downs in its manufacturing economy, 

John Paul Hammerschmidt used industrial development to raise his profile within the area. He 

was a master at selling industrial development. In October of 1963, the Harrison Chamber of 

Commerce held a banquet to honor local industrialists. Lauding the alliance between small-town 

business leaders and manufacturers, Hammerschmidt stated that, “[t]he local Chamber of 

Commerce does have a place in the community, it has a function to woo people like you, and this 

meeting is to say ‘thank you’ for coming to Harrison.” But flattering industrialists was only part 

of Hammerschmidt’s approach. He also recognized that the benefits of industrialization needed 

to be explained to the larger community. In his formulation, the collective advantages were (1) 

more jobs for workers and (2) payroll dollars circulating throughout the local community. The 

“1,000 employees in the 19 industrial firms” of Harrison brought in millions of dollars in annual 

payroll, averaging roughly $85,000 per week. “The economic activity,” he concluded, “is the 

very life’s blood of our community.”24 Reflecting his growing popularity, Hammerschmidt was 

named the Chamber of Commerce’s “Man of the Year” for 1965.25  

                                                
 21 “Turney Plant Closes Down,” Boone County Headlight, 21 March 1968.   
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 23 “Turney Plant to be Offered at Public Auction June 21st,” Boone County Headlight, 13 June 1968.   
 
 24 “Chamber of Commerce Salutes Industry,” Boone County Headlight, 31 October 1963.   
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 By the mid 1960s, industrialization was having a broad impact on northern Arkansas. A 

1967 study titled “Rural Industrialization in the Ozarks,” undertaken by the Economic Research 

Service of the USDA and the University of Arkansas Agricultural Experiment Station, examined 

the effect of new manufacturing on the counties of Baxter, Boone, Fulton, Izard, Marion, 

Newton, Searcy and Stone. As a starting point, the study surveyed the widespread poverty of the 

area. In 1959, 64% of families in the area made less than $3,000 a year (the federal poverty line), 

with a median family income of only $2,264. Things were especially bad for farm families, 72% 

of which lived below the poverty line with a median income of $1,908. The cause of widespread 

unemployment, underemployment, and poverty was the “long-term economic decline” in 

agriculture and timber, exacerbated by the seasonal nature of recreation and tourism. 

 Between 1960 and 1963, due in large part to the opening of the Gassville Shirt Plant, 

northern Arkansas’s economy improved. The study found that the Gassville plant alone was 

responsible for 750 factory positions, as well the creation of 85 related jobs in the general area. 

In addition, the study noted a “considerable business expansion since the establishment of the 

shirt plant,” which included $250,000 spent annually on “business linked services (utilities, 

freight, gasoline, and printing)” in the region. Likewise, $1,645,000 was spent between 1960 and 

1963 on “consumer goods and services” by those “in direct and business linked [to the shirt 

factory] employment.” As a result, per capita income increased by 26% between 1960 and 1963, 

rising from $989 to $1,243. The report attributed 13% of the total increase to the Gassville plant. 

Though the report did not attempt to assess the impact of other local industries, anecdotal 

evidence from Harrison suggests that smaller industrial acquisitions helped raise incomes as 

well. The report concluded that, “Industrial development certainly contributed to the increase in 
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total personal income in the study area.”26 All of northern Arkansas had a collective investment 

in manufacturing plants.  

  While championing industrial development, Hammerschmidt also pursued a political 

career within the Arkansas Republican Party. He became involved in GOP politics in 1949 and 

served as a state committeeman for Boone County throughout the 1950s and early 1960s.27 

Clearly these endeavors were two sides of the same coin. Hammerschmidt may have inhabited a 

one-party state, but his affiliation with national business associations reflected a broader political 

orientation. He was one of the new generation of Arkansas business leaders who flocked to the 

Republican banner during the postwar period. It made sense that a small-town industrial booster 

identified with the favored party of national manufacturers and corporate executives.  

 Hammerschmidt remained a minor character in the Arkansas Republican Party until 

Winthrop Rockefeller entered the scene. Reflecting the ideological overlap between Winthrop 

and small-town business leaders, Hammerschmidt immediately aligned himself with the pro-

Rockefeller faction. He rapidly ascended the GOP ladder as Winthrop gained control of state 

party machinery. In 1962, Hammerschmidt became treasurer of the Republican State 

Committee.28 At the 1964 Republican State Convention, Hammerschmidt was elected chairman 

of the state party, replacing opposition leader William Spicer.29 Hammerschmidt’s election 

signified the triumph of business leaders over their “Post Office Republican” rivals, the derisive 

                                                
  26 Max Jordan, “Rural Industrialization in the Ozarks: Case Study of a New Shirt Plant at Gassville, 
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term used to describe those more interested in patronage than political office. With Rockefeller 

heading the party and Hammerschmidt serving as his right hand man, the Arkansas GOP was 

controlled by business leaders dedicated to economic growth and corporate style governance.  

 Under the guidance of state chairman Hammerschmidt and national committeeman 

Rockefeller, business values became official Republican policy. The Republican Party Platform 

of 1964 stands as a monument to pro-growth politics defined by racial moderation, anti-

unionism, corporate friendly policies, government reorganization, and institutional 

modernization. In an attempt to hinder machine politics, the GOP called for strict term limits on 

the governorship, prohibiting any one person from serving more than four years. In its desire for 

“honest elections,” Arkansas Republicans also demanded the creation of a “statewide system of 

permanent voter registration,” an end to “excessive fees” for potential candidates, and 

“compliance with the law” on the part of election officials.  

 Republicans chided the state’s dysfunctional educational system, pitiful teacher salaries, 

and high drop out rates, claiming it was the Arkansas government’s responsibility “to upgrade 

standards and provide consistent educational opportunity.” As such, the GOP also promoted 

study of the state’s community college system and expansion of vocational training programs. 

On the issue of school segregation, the GOP acknowledged that the era of “separate but equal” 

was over, while suggesting that integration would be gradual. In the meantime, the GOP aimed 

to end “disparities” between previously segregated schools.   

 In the fields of health, welfare, old age assistance, the penal system, state employees, 

transportation, and “administrative agencies” generally, the Arkansas Republican Party promised 

to improve services, increase efficiency, and most importantly, end politically motivated policies 

in favor of professional governance. In sharp language, the GOP called for an end to “political 
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roads,” a penal system “removed from politics,” and “[p]rofessional evaluation of our Boards 

and Commission.” Reflecting the GOP’s desire for business style management, the party 

lambasted the waste and inefficiency in Arkansas’s state finances. In the realm of taxation, the 

Republican Party demanded adherence to “fiscal reality” and a “modern budgetary system.”  

 In the party’s plank on labor, the GOP claimed that the primary “responsibility of the 

State is to insure the creation of full and rewarding jobs for all.” The party noted that, “the goals 

of labor…can best be furthered through a greatly accelerated industrial and economic expansion 

program.”  Though the party acknowledged the right of “labor and management” to “enter into 

negotiations concerning problems of mutual interest,” Arkansas’s GOP ultimately asserted that 

the “American free enterprise system” and the state’s anti-union right-to-work law were in the 

best interest of the “individual working man.”  

 At the literal and figurative center of the GOP platform was the party position on 

industrial development. Republicans stressed the need to “develop new, dynamic ways to 

increase the effectiveness of its industrial development commission.” In obvious homage to 

Rockefeller’s efforts, the GOP argued that constant improvements were necessary in order to 

ensure that the AIDC remained “the most talked-about agency in the nation.” Affirming the 

preeminent importance of capital mobility and corporate relocation, the Republican Party 

acknowledged that, “the first assignment of the AIDC is more jobs” and promised to “support 

existing and future legislation to further expand Arkansas’s industrial growth.” Though relegated 

to a secondary status, the GOP also promised to “provide for agriculture and native industry the 

same encouragement and assistance…as it has afforded to other industry.” With former AIDC 
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head Winthrop Rockefeller and small-town business booster Hammerschmidt leading the 

Arkansas GOP, industrial development became a core party principle.30  

  Following the election of 1964, Hammerschmidt used his post as party chairman to 

promote a broad array of party-building activities. Hammerschmidt utilized his column in the 

GOP’s official publication, the Arkansas Outlook, to help craft party policy. He believed that the 

party needed to create vibrant grassroots organizations and convince strong candidates to run for 

office. Immediately after Rockefeller’s defeat to Faubus in 1964, Hammerschmidt called for the 

creation of local “political action clubs” in an attempt to mobilize party members.31 He also 

looked to overturn the Republican Party’s historical deficiency at fielding competitive 

candidates. Criticizing the party’s traditional behavior, Hammerschmidt assured readers that the 

“Republican Party does not intend to offer candidates merely to have candidates.” Rather, the 

GOP would field qualified people dedicated to “party principles” and “Republican ideals.”32 

 While preparing to challenge Democratic dominance in the upcoming 1966 elections, the 

GOP continued its assault on one-party politics. Their central issue in the mid-1960s was Orval 

Faubus’s proposed $150 million bond issue for highway construction. GOP officials castigated 

the measure as another example of “political road” building meant to distribute largesse to 

Faubus supporters, wasting taxpayer’s money through inefficient operations and corrupt 

practices.33 Hammerschmidt reassured readers that Republicans were “not opposed to bond 

                                                
 30 Arkansas Republican Party Platform, 1964, WR Collection, RGIII, Box 43, File 2: Arkansas Republican 
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issues as methods of financing needed improvements in our state,” but that Faubus’s plan was 

shockingly vague. There was no way to ensure that money was appropriately disbursed and no 

information regarding what roads would be improved.34 Engaging in a bit of political 

daydreaming, Hammerschmidt speculated what Arkansas’s highway program would look like if 

Rockefeller had won in 1964. Rockefeller’s plan would not be polluted by political wrangling, 

but rather structured to enhance “interstate commerce, tourism, and the economic development 

of the state.” This imaginary plan would be “based on a detailed study,” which would ensure that 

tax dollars would be utilized on the most “economic basis.”35 Promoting corporate management 

over political favoritism, the Outlook noted that, “No responsible business would contemplate 

asking…for a loan, without offering a plan for the use of that money.” 36 The GOP claimed a 

major victory when voters rejected the Faubus Bond proposal by a two-to-one margin.37  

 Hammerschmidt denounced the forces of racist reaction and called for moderation. He 

dismissed the notion that Arkansas’s GOP had gained ground with “emotional issues that have 

tended to provide temporary spurts of Republican strength in other states.” Arkansas 

Republicanism was predicated on “issues” instead of “racial overtones.” Hammerschmidt 

asserted that the state GOP made “appeal[s] to the intellect and reason of our own party 

members.” Like many moderate business leaders, Hammerschmidt denounced racial prejudice 

without expressing any sympathy for civil rights or African American freedom. Race baiting was 
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the bludgeon of Solid South demagogues, not responsible businessmen who desired stability and 

quiescence.38 

 Between 1964 and 1966, Hammerschmidt focused on state politics, giving most of his 

attention to Rockefeller’s second gubernatorial run. As he himself explained, “You know that I 

have often said in the past that I had no personal political ambitions…my work for the 

Republican Party in Arkansas was based solely on my interest as a citizen in bringing about a 

better system of government…for Arkansans.”39 However, several political reforms helped to 

open up Arkansas to two-party competition, laying the groundwork for Hammerschmidt to 

challenge Congressman James Trimble for his Third District Congressional seat. 

 Arkansas Republicans had been pursuing electoral reform for years. Their principle goal 

was to replace the poll tax with a modern voter registration system. This change would make it 

more difficult for local officials to engage in corruption, such as the enrollment of non-resident 

absentee voters and allowing patrons to purchase poll taxes for clients. During the mid 1960s, 

civil rights reforms achieved many of the Republican’s major goals. The twenty-fourth 

amendment, which outlawed the poll tax, was ratified in January of 1964.40 Reform minded 

Arkansans managed to place an initiative on the ballot in 1964 that would replace the poll tax 

with a voter registration system. Constitutional Amendment 54, as it was named, passed in the 

November elections. The law required that potential voter’s register by providing personal 

information and a signature in order to later validate their identities. Once a citizen left the 
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county, they were removed from the voting list, forcing them to re-register in their new place of 

residence or lose their ability to vote.41 

 The Republican Party endorsed the initiative in its 1964 party platform as part of its 

campaign for “honest elections.” Reflecting obvious interests, the measure went down to defeat 

in most of the Black Belt, losing by 970 to 3,006 votes in the eastern Arkansas’s Cross County, 

while winning by large margins in northern Arkansas.42 Voter registration fostered greater 

transparency and weakened the Democratic Party’s ability to manipulate election results.43 

Throughout 1965 and 1966, the Arkansas GOP disseminated registration cards en masse in an 

attempt to hasten the process and increase enrollment lists.44 Several other electoral reforms 

opened the door for the Republican Party. For the first time, voting booths came into widespread 

use throughout Arkansas, helping to put an end to political intimidation by ensuring ballot box 

privacy.45 The GOP pushed for the introduction of voting machines throughout the mid 1960s in 

order to eliminate irregularities, while also providing “hidden counter wheels” to ensure 

secrecy.46 Arkansas Republicans achieved a major victory in October of 1965 when the state 

Supreme Court ruled that the party had the right to copy county voting records. This ruling 

originated in the Madison County controversy, where local officials assaulted GOP officials 
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requesting to inspect election results. The ruling ensured that county courthouse rings could not 

manipulate elections in the future without challenge.47  

 On the national level, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 provided federal oversight of 

elections in southern states. This obviously offered yet another check on local malfeasance. The 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 also did away with legalized segregation. These laws broke the political 

monopoly of white conservatives in counties with black majorities, robbing the one-party system 

of one of its major sources of political support. Newly enfranchised African Americans now 

became a valuable political constituency for Republicans.48   

 The collective result of these various reforms was to greatly enhance the political position 

of the Arkansas Republican Party. It seemed to many that the GOP was on the threshold of a 

major electoral breakthrough.49 Sensing his political opportunity, John Paul Hammerschmidt 

decided to challenge Representative James Trimble in Arkansas’s Third Congressional District, 

which was composed of twenty-five counties located in northern and western Arkansas. In 

choosing to run for Congress, Hammerschmidt recognized that he would have to focus on 

national, rather than state or local issues. But he did not merely discard his small-town business 

background. Rather, he incorporated state and local ideas into a broader political appeal. His 

major political innovation was to nationalize small-town business politics by rearticulating it as a 

critique of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society.  

 While Winthrop Rockefeller preferred the moderate label, John Paul Hammerschmidt 

openly identified as a “conservative.” When juxtaposing his own candidacy against that of his 
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more liberal opponent, Hammerschmidt argued that, “I believe the people want more 

conservative representation in Washington.”50 However, unlike Barry Goldwater and other right 

wing politicians, Hammerschmidt liked to qualify his conservative label. One Arkansas 

newspaper noted that, “Hammerschmidt describes himself as a ‘middle-of-the road Republican’ 

with leanings to the conservative.”51 His fellow Ozark businessmen saw Hammerschmidt as a 

centrist. The Baxter Bulletin’s Tom Deamore argued that the GOP had failed earlier in the region 

because it ran a “right wing” candidate ill fit for “an area that benefits heavily from government 

programs.” “Hammerschmidt,” Deamore contrasted, “appears to be a reasonable middle-of-the-

roader.”52 But whether or not “conservative” is appropriate in describing Hammerschmidt 

matters less than the facets of his political philosophy.  

 Though John Paul Hammerschmidt briefly considered running on a “law-and-order” 

platform, he ultimately decided that economic issues were the key to winning in northwest 

Arkansas.53 For a man who, in the words of one newspaper, “bills himself as a small town 

businessman,” this made sense.54 Hammerschmidt’s political campaign made a forceful appeal to 

the pro-business sensibilities of his rural and small-town constituents. As northern Arkansas’s 

political economy became increasingly dependent on manufacturing, Hammerschmidt 

recognized that the economic interests of many Ozarkers had converged with business leaders.  

                                                
 50 Maurice Moore, “Hammerschmidt: 3rd Needs A Conservative,” Hot Springs Sentinel-Record, 26 October 
1966.  
 
 51 Bill Kennedy, “Hammerschmidt Wants Balance in Congress,” Fort Smith Times Record, 31 October 
1966.  
 
 52 Tom Dearmore, “Two Young Congressmen,” Baxter Bulletin, 24 November 1967.  
 
 53 Adam Carson, “Feet in the South, Eyes to the West: Fort Smith Enters the Sunbelt.”  
 
 54 Maurice Moore, “Hammerschmidt: 3rd Needs A Conservative,” Hot Springs Sentinel-Record, 26 October 
1966.   
 



 295 

 Hammerschmidt lambasted the policies of the Johnson administration, arguing that Great 

Society spending and the Vietnam War had hurt the American economy. His critique centered on 

the issue of inflation. Profligate spending on social programs and foreign aid, Hammerschmidt 

argued, had produced rampant inflation. This threatened to harm not only small-town business 

interests, but also those tied to northern Arkansas’s emerging industrial economy. In a political 

advertisement directed towards the “families of America,” Hammerschmidt warned that 

Johnson’s policies had produced a “spiraling increase in the cost of living, the highest interest 

rates in 45 years, tight money…the grim prospect of an across the board tax hike, wage and price 

control, and a recession…that will wipe out all the economic gains of the last decade.” All of this 

contradicted the imperatives of rural industrialization. 

  Increases in wages and incomes created by the rural industrial boom of the 1960s would 

be rendered meaningless by skyrocketing prices. Policies aimed at cooling the overheated 

economy, including tax increases and wage controls, would only exacerbate the struggles of rural 

industrial workers. High interest rates, tight money, and an inevitable recession threatened to 

constrict business expansion. This meant fewer new factories for the Ozarks, and possibly the 

ruin of already present industries. These prophecies were unacceptable for a region where a wide 

variety of businesses and economic enterprises relied on payroll dollars generated by local 

manufacturers. 55 From touring the third district, Hammerschmidt had learned that Arkansans 

were “truly concerned about the war and the high cost of living.”56 

 Impending disaster was not the result of economic mismanagement, but rather political 

dysfunction. Drawing parallels with Arkansas’s one-party system, Hammerschmidt argued that 
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Democratic hegemony in Washington was responsible for economic decline. “There is too much 

power in one party right now,” Hammerschmidt explained. “Just think, the Democratic Party 

controls the White House; two-thirds of the Senate; two-thirds of the House; 60 per cent of the 

Legislatures and governorships and a majority of the U.S. Supreme Court appointments.” 

Without opposition, Democratic spending had gone unchecked. Like Arkansas under the Faubus 

machine, the Johnson administration had used government spending as a political tool, directing 

federal dollars to core constituents while sacrificing the public good.57 Hammerschmidt’s 

rhetoric offered an ingenious sleight-o-hand. Like the Solid South, Hammerschmidt implicitly 

suggested, political favoritism dictated government behavior under the Johnson administration.  

 Castigating the dual evils of one-party politics and the Great Society, Hammerschmidt 

cast his opponent James Trimble as an emblem of both. For Hammerschmidt, the aging southern 

Democrat (Trimble was 72) was the personification of a discredited political philosophy.58 The 

eleven-term congressman had maintained his position by acquiring vast amounts of federal 

development money for northern Arkansas, while endearing himself to the rural poor by 

supporting Johnson’s anti-poverty measures. In essence, Trimble was an old-fashioned southern 

New Dealer. While this political approach had served him well up until the mid-1960s, the 

specter of inflation and economic recession had cast a shadow over Trimble’s liberal politics. As 

one Little Rock newspaper editorial noted, “President Johnson’s Great Society, which Mr. 

Trimble backed 99 times out of 100 is unpopular….pork-barrel projects such as new Postoffices 

and dams, which have furnished the staying power for older Congressmen like Trimble, are not 
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as important to the individual voters as they used to be.”59 Hammerschmidt claimed that Trimble 

served as a “rubber stamp” for the Johnson administration, “voting the party line at the expensive 

of the best interest of his constituents.” Despite the rising cost of living, Hammerschmidt 

asserted, Trimble had opposed efforts to “cut back appropriations for three federal agencies,” “to 

limit the administrators of the anti-poverty program,” and slash America’s foreign aid 

obligations.60 Trimble was portrayed as a Great Society sycophant, hoping to prolong his own 

career with irresponsible government spending.   

 Ever the small-town business pragmatist, Hammerschmidt did not disavow federal 

spending as an instrument of economic development. An intelligent man, he could not have 

overlooked the fact that the federal government had underwritten northern Arkansas’s industrial 

expansion. Several of Harrison’s infrastructural improvements, including the town’s airport, an 

expansion of the local hospital, and a sewer and water system upgrade, had been either 

subsidized or fully funded by the federal government.61 In fact, the Boone County Headlight 

expressed apparent joy in 1966 when it reported that a “$200,000 federal grant to 

assist…Harrison expand its water and sewerage system to facilitate its industrial growth was 

announced…by the Economic Development Administration.”62 In 1972, the Boone County 

Headlight reported that a study undertaken by a non-profit organization found that Boone had 

received $3,203,000 in federal grants in 1971, outpacing the $1,730,000 contributed in taxes.63 
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 Hammerschmidt approached the issue of federal spending with what he saw as no 

nonsense business logic. While regurgitating the conservative aphorism that, “the government 

which governs least is best,” Hammerschmidt conceded “that where the lesser levels of 

government cannot or will not meet legitimate demands, the people might turn to the federal 

government for help.” He listed among these so-called “legitimate” forms of spending, the 

“interstate highway program,” which he called a “good program,” and the Ozark Regional 

Development initiative, which promised to pour millions of dollars into the region. 64 

 When Hammerschmdit called for reduced federal spending, he meant cutting Great 

Society anti-poverty programs and foreign aid, while scaling down the federal bureaucracy.65  

When opening his campaign in Harrison, Hammerschmidt laid out his particular approach for 

reducing federal expenditures. As one local newspaper account put it:  

 Hammerschmidt…called on the Administration to consolidate, and where 
appropriate, eliminate as many as possible of the overlapping and duplicating 
government programs…tak[ing] steps to turn their administration over to States 
and local government bodies.  
 Hammerschmidt pointed out to his supporters that the Johnson 
Administration had spent more money on the poverty and other related 
programs…than all the other presidents of the United State combined…66 

 

Eliminating government largesse, in JPH’s mind, meant slashing entitlement spending and 

trimming down federal agencies, not eliminating development expenditures.   

 What separated acceptable from unacceptable forms of spending was determined entirely 

by corporate motifs. When one reporter asked Hammerschmidt to define his brand of 
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“conservatism,” he explained that he believed in “fiscal integrity” and was “against wild 

spending.” But, Hammerschmidt elaborated, this did not mean that he rejected federal 

expenditures outright. “I certainly am for spending programs where I can see a return on the 

investment to our state either in terms of dollars in investment. There are areas in which the 

federal government should serve and I am not against this type of federal spending.”67  

 Hammerschmidt applied this logic throughout his political career. In September of 1967, 

Hammerschmidt informed his constituents through a local newspaper column that Congress had 

recently “authorized $7-and-a half million dollars this fiscal year for the Ozarks Regional 

Commission.” But he went out of his way to stress that this did not contradict his previous 

stances on federal spending. “It is NOT part of the poverty program, nor does it involve welfare 

handouts or doles,” Hammerschmidt argued. “The Ozarks Regional Commission will, in short, 

seek to blueprint ways of attracting income producing activity by private industry.” 

Hammerschmidt lauded the “locally controlled use of Federal monies to attract private capital 

and to encourage private investment.”68 In short, Hammerschmidt argued that local elites should 

not fear federal spending as long as they could use it to attract corporate investment.  

 John Paul Hammerschmidt’s pragmatic, business oriented political philosophy was the 

product of a long career spent in local industrial development and state Republican politics. Still, 

his translation of small-town business ideas into a broad critique of Johnson’s Great Society was 

an impressive achievement in the realm of political persuasion. Hammerschmidt drew upon his 

experiences in Harrison’s Chamber of Commerce and industrial development corporation to 
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construct a comprehensive economic philosophy that cast anti-poverty programs and liberal 

policies as threats to rural economic growth.    

 Hammerschmidt’s political platform allowed him to pull off one of the greatest upsets in 

Arkansas political history. So confident was Trimble in his reelection that the elder statesmen 

barely campaigned in the district, choosing the classic Democratic stratagem of dismissing his 

Republican opponent and staying in Washington, D.C.69 Few believed Hammerschmidt offered a 

serious threat of unseating Trimble. As one journalist stated, “veteran political observers in the 

Third District do not believe he [Trimble] is in trouble, despite his reluctance to make public 

appearances.”70 However, in the election, Hammerschmidt proved naysayers wrong. 

Hammerschmidt defeated Trimble in a close race, winning 83,938 votes to 74,009 (53.1% to 

46.9%). 71 Though Trimble actually carried more counties, Hammerschmidt bested him by 

uniting his northern Arkansas base (he won Boone by 59%, Marion by 58%, Searcy by 58%, and 

Carroll by 52%) with the metropolitan areas of Fort Smith, Hot Springs, Rogers, and 

Springdale.72 In the following election of 1968, Hammerschmidt definitively won over northern 

Arkansas and the Third District, winning 67.1% of the vote and carrying twenty-three of twenty-

five counties.73 
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 Winthrop Rockefeller’s political fortunes in northern Arkansas paralleled those of his 

close associate. If anything, Rockefeller had the easier go of it. Whereas Hammerschmidt faced a 

popular New Deal Democrat, Rockefeller had the good luck of running against an unapologetic 

segregationist. James “Justice Jim” Johnson won the Democratic primary by running as political 

outsider apart from the Faubus machine. A protégé of George Wallace and an avid Goldwater 

supporter, Johnson was the embodiment of southern reaction. He had gained fame by opposing 

school integration in his hometown and was awarded for this notoriety when voters elected him 

to the state supreme court. Johnson was prone to racist outbursts, stating at one point: “I’ve said 

many times that if anyone can point out to me where mixing of the races has ever benefitted 

either race, then I would take a new look at the situation. But I’ve never had it pointed out to me 

yet.” Attempting to win over traditional southern conservatives, Justice Jim denounced LBJ’s 

Great Society and spurned shaking hands with African Americans while campaigning.74  

 Johnson had little appeal among the moderate voters of rural northern Arkansas. 

Rockefeller won six out of seven counties in northern Arkansas, carrying Boone, Baxter, Carroll, 

Marion and Searcy with large margins between 54 percent and 67 percent of the vote.75 In Baxter 

County, notable industrial development figures publicly supported Rockefeller. Tom Dearmore, 

the editor of the Baxter Bulletin and a prominent voice in the local business community, was an 

active member in the “Democrats for Rockefeller” organization from 1964 to 1968.76 When 
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dissecting Rockefeller’s northern Arkansas victory, it is clear that his greatest support came from 

small towns deeply invested in industrialization. In 1966, Mountain Home endorsed Rockefeller 

with 73 percent of its vote, while Harrison gave Rockefeller 62 percent, outpacing their 

respective county votes of 67 percent and 56 percent.77 Rockefeller repeated his performance in 

1968, carrying six out of seven northern Arkansas counties with between 52.6 percent and 67.4 

percent of the vote.78 

 Republican victories in northern Arkansas cannot be explained by traditional regional 

frameworks, whether “Southern” or “Sunbelt.” Northern Arkansas’s embrace of business 

Republicanism represented a rejection of traditional southern politics in all its forms. While 

Hammerschmidt bested a southern New Deal liberal, Rockefeller faced down a reactionary 

segregationist stalwart. Yet both Democrats were products of the one-party system, and therefore 

equally unpalatable to northern Arkansans by 1966. Northern Arkansans favored 

Hammerschmidt and Rockefeller because they behaved like national business Republicans.79  

 Though Hammerschmidt and Rockefeller appealed to rural and small-town voters as well 

as suburbanites, this did not represent a common “Sunbelt” phenomenon. The booming 

metropolitan areas along Arkansas’s western border, such as Fort Smith, tended to be more 
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rigidly conservative, mirroring the behavior of other suburban enclaves like Orange County by 

supporting Barry Goldwater.80 The complex matrix of racial, spatial, and economic issues that 

fueled “suburban populism” in other parts of the South lacks explanatory power for the rural and 

small-town areas of northern Arkansas.81 As historians have argued, issues such as school 

desegregation, busing, urban annexation, metropolitan tax structures, and property values 

motivated suburbanites to vote Republican in an effort to protect their class privileges and 

consumer prerogatives.82 These issues received no traction in rural and small-town Arkansas. 

Rural and small-town voters may have agreed with suburbanites on Rockefeller and 

Hammerschmidt, but this represented a convergence of interests facilitated by their common 

belief in business friendly, pro-growth policies. When northern Arkansas’s politics is placed in 

conversation with southern Iowa it is clear that the area closely resembled rural and small-town 

communities throughout the American heartland.  

  

Robert Beck and Southern Iowa 

Robert Beck, the editor-manager of the Centerville Iowegian, was one of chief architects 

of rural industrial development and small-town business politics in southern Iowa.83 Beck served 

as the chairman of the industrial committee of Centerville’s Chamber of Commerce (formerly 

the Association of Commerce) during what he termed the “Golden Age of industrial 

development.” Like communities throughout Iowa and America’s rural heartland, Centerville 
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and Appanoose County experienced significant industrialization during the 1960s and 70s. 

Between 1963 and 1977, Beck later wrote, “six new industries added 776,000 square feet of 

manufacturing building space to Centerville,” which produced “1,870 added jobs.”84 Using 

slightly different dates and tabulations, the Census Bureau found that Appanoose County had 

roughly 1,100 manufacturing employees in 1972.85 This was a remarkable increase since 1958 

when Appanoose County had only 325 manufacturing jobs, despite having pursued new industry 

since the beginning of World War II.86 

Led by the Chamber of Commerce’s industrial development committee, Centerville and 

Appanoose County acquired a Fortune 500 Company in 1963 when the Visking Division of the 

Union Carbide Company, a manufacturer of plastic food coverings, moved to Appanoose. Two 

years later, the McGraw-Edison Company followed suit, locating a toaster manufacturing plant 

in Centerville after receiving a $250,000 loan from the community to construct a factory 

building. The town did not gain another major industrial concern for eight years, when Young 

Radiator, a manufacturer of “large radiators and heat transfer equipment,” also set up shop in 

Appanoose. The Penn-Dixie Corporation, a “mini steel mill,” moved to the county in October of 

1974. Industrial growth helped drop the county’s unemployment rate from over 10% at the 

beginning of the 1960s to around 2% in October of 1974. In the late 1970s, Vega Industries and 
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the Cam Line Corporation also opened plants in Appanoose.87 By the mid-to-late 1960s, Beck 

had expanded his development activities, serving as the chairman of the TENCO industrial 

committee, which coordinated the development efforts of ten southern Iowa counties.88  

 Beck understood the appeal of industrialization for rural and small-town residents. On 

May 24, 1963, he addressed the Iowa Development Clinic at the Fort Des Moines Hotel. Beck’s 

speech dealt with Centerville’s recent acquisition of the Union Carbide branch plant. For Beck, 

the acquisition was a triumph for a community that “had invested a total of $514,500 in seven 

different industrial or job creation enterprises,” as well as having “approved three major bond 

issues for civic improvement.” But these expansive efforts were necessary, Beck argued, because 

“Iowa communities suffer from the loss of farm population, and we carried the added burden of 

the decline of our once great coal mining industry.” Rural and small-town areas “face a choice” 

between “extinction or resurgence.” Beck insisted that Centerville did not intend to rest on its 

laurels, promising to “be back on the industrial hunting trails again,” having already optioned 

“160 acres of industrial land” for the ostensible purposes of building an industrial park.89  

 Beck parlayed his status within Centerville and Appanoose County into a political career. 

He served as Appanoose County’s Republican representative in the Iowa House in 1953 and 

1954. Afterwards, he was named to the Iowa State Highway Commission for the years 1955 to 

1959, serving as the group’s chairman in 1956.90 Beck remained a minor GOP figure until the 

1960s. However, Beck raised his profile within the state by serving as the chairman of the pro-
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Shaff Plan Citizens for Re-apportionment organization. Following the Democratic sweep of the 

1964 elections, Beck’s efforts to save the state’s right-to-work law propelled him to the top of 

Iowa’s Republican establishment.  

 After the Democrats gained control of Iowa’s political system, organized labor pressed 

for the repeal of the state’s right-to-work law. The law had been a thorn in the side of labor 

groups since its passage in 1947. For unions, it represented a perpetual “slap in the face.”91 

Before the 1965 legislature had even been sworn in, state newspapers were predicting that, 

”Iowa’s right-to-work law…may become a hot potato in the 1965 Democratically controlled 

legislature.”92 Although the Democratic Party’s platform supported taking the law off the books, 

many of the newly elected officials did not desire outright repeal. Instead, Governor Hughes and 

members of his party called for “changes,” “modifications,” and “amendments” to the law.93  

 Hughes and the Democratic Party ultimately chose to revise the law to allow union shop 

contracts, while keeping right-to-work as official state policy. Democratic waffling infuriated 

organized labor groups, including the Iowa State Federation of Labor, AFL-CIO, whose officials 

demanded that, “promises made be kept.”94 Hughes and his faction countered by arguing, in the 

words of one periodical, that “modifying the right to work law to permit union shop contracts 

would in actuality accomplish the same thing as outright repeal.”95 In early March of 1965, 

organized labor conceded to Hughes, agreeing to “modify” the law instead of repeal it.96  
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 Hughes’s cautious approach reflected how pivotal industrial development had become 

within Iowa politics. On January 5, 1965, the Oelwein Daily Register, a northern Iowa small-

town newspaper, published an editorial titled, “The Governor’s Dilemma.” The article 

unequivocally claiming that, “Many industries that have located in Iowa are here because of the 

state’s right-to-work law.” Hughes’s “dilemma,” as the newspaper called it, was how to work on 

behalf of industrial development while pursuing legislation that supposedly scared away 

prospective manufacturers. As the paper explained, while visiting Chicago and New York on a 

“Sell Iowa” tour, Hughes refused to promote the state’s right to work law, in effect “placing 

politics ahead of what’s best for the state as a whole.” Even though the Democrat Party 

proclaimed its dedication to industrial development, as one state business leader argued, 

“their…state platform contains many provisions which are antagonistic to industry, can 

discourage industrial growth and adversely affect business and the entire economy of the state.” 

The Oelwein Daily Register expressed grave concern that “if abused” the “lopsided Democratic 

margin in both houses” might pass “legislation that is damaging to Iowa’s industrial image and 

continued growth.”97 Many Iowans apparently agreed with these sentiments. A 1965 poll 

undertaken by the generally liberal Des Moines Register found that 73% of residents “favored” 

the right-to-work law. Even cities with populations over 50,000 supposedly favored the measure 

by 67%, though small towns with populations less than 5,000 bested them with a lofty 75%.98  

 These accounts captured a paradox that carried significant ramifications for Iowa’s 

Democratic Party. Essentially, industrialization had created growing urban centers and powerful 
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labor unions that undergirded the Democratic Party’s rise to power. But at the same time, 

industrial development had become a powerful ethos within Iowa, one that Democrats could not 

ignore. Many Iowans believed Hughes hypocritical for promoting industrial development while 

pushing initiatives to strengthen labor unions. Hughes attempted to solve this contradiction by 

choosing to “amend” the state’s right-to-work law. The logic seemed to be that robbing the law 

of its substance would please labor unions, while keeping it on the books allowed for its use in 

industrial promotion. Hughes’s gambit failed, in large part because many rural Democrats 

concluded that challenging right-to-work was political suicide. 

 Whether euphemistically labeled a modification, alteration, or amendment, proposed 

changes to the state’s right-to-work law galvanized corporate interests and small-town boosters. 

Robert Beck’s Centerville Iowegian unabashedly defended the statute. “Our Right to Work Law 

is one of the reasons for our remarkable industrial advance,” pronounced the Iowegian. “Iowa 

from a purely selfish point of view should retain its Right to Work law because it is the most 

beneficial to labor, to industrial securement and growth, and to the economic betterment of the 

states, and, indeed to the unions themselves for unions cannot grow unless the industrial base 

grows.”99 The Iowa Manufacturers Association also called for retention of the right-to-work 

law.100 The Iowa Development Commission was sucked into the battle, as local newspapers 

showed that the organization had been “sending out literature to industrial prospects praising the 

Iowa law.”101 This revelation was especially damaging, since it showed that an organization 

within Hughes’s own administration contradicted the claims of its boss.  
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 Recently relocated industrialists added strength to these claims by urging Iowans to 

defend the state’s right to work law. The president of Vega Industries, a manufacturer that had 

recently moved to the small town of Mt. Pleasant, noted that many “manufacturers who aren’t 

entirely used to union negotiations will look first to the presence of a right to work law as an 

indication of the state’s business climate.” The Vega president linked agricultural 

transformations, industrial development, and anti-union laws into a seamless narrative. “States 

such as Iowa that have to maintain an accelerating industrial growth to make up for a decline in 

farm jobs need to take special care of their business climate,” the Vega executive argued, adding 

that right-to-work was “of first importance to some industrialists.”102 

 Industrialists, local boosters, and development experts undermined efforts to legalize the 

union shop. The Iowa Senate voted on May 21, 1965 against the proposed amendment to the 

state’s right-to-work law. Seven Democrats joined with a unified Republican bloc to successfully 

defeat the measure. Upon closer examination, it is clear that all of the Democrats who forsook 

partisan unity hailed from rural and small-town areas. Among their ranks was Adolph Evers of 

Elklader (pop. 1,526 in 1960); Merle Hagedor of Royal (pop. 475 in 1960); H.L. Heying, West 

Union (pop. 2,551 in 1960); Warren Kruck of Boone (pop. 12, 468 in 1960); Donald McGill of 

Melrose (pop. 214 in 1960); Howard Tabor of Baldwin (pop. 228 in 1960); and Bass Van Gilst, 

Oskaloosa (pop. 11, 053). Similarly, all of the above mentioned towns were in nonmetropolitan 

counties.103 Within a few days, Governor Hughes waved the white flag, proclaiming the union 

shop a dead issue. State Senator Kruck stood firm in his opposition to the union shop, arguing 
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that, “We are the Democratic party, not the labor party.”104 Kruck’s words spoke volumes, 

implying that rural and small-town Democrats did not feel beholden to liberal ideals.  

 Whether Democrat or Republican, the core principles of small-town business politics 

remained strong. J. Leo Ahart, Sr., a Democratic candidate hoping to win a house seat for 

nonmetropolitan Crawford County, wrote to right-to-work advocate Gerald Bogan to express his 

opinion on the controversial labor law. Ahart, who lived in the small town of Dow City (pop. 531 

in 1960), explained that, “I want you to know that I am one Democrat who is firmly committed 

to the retention of our Iowa Right-to-Work laws.”105 Obviously there were many rural Democrats 

who towed the party line on right-to-work. But while all rural Democrats were not dissenters, all 

the dissenters appeared to be rural Democrats. The lesson seemed to be that Democrats could 

compete for rural votes, but only when they made major concessions to pro-business positions. 

The right-to-work episode foreshadowed the Democratic Party’s future capitulations to corporate 

interests in rural America.  

 The right-to-work issue helped to mobilize Robert Beck and his small-town business 

cohort. After defeating the union shop bill, business leaders formed the Iowans for Right to 

Work organization to protect the law from future challenges. The organization claimed to 

represent “Iowans from all walks of life” who were dedicated to “[w]aging a vigorous campaign 

to mobilize the people of Iowa for retention of Section 14(b) of the Taft-Hartley Act” and “the 

Iowa Right to Work law.”106 Beck served as a member of the Iowans for Right to Work board of 
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directors during the late 1960s, and became its head in 1972.107 Leaders of southern Iowa’s 

business establishment were listed among the organization’s members, including Creston’s 

Kenneth Petznick, A.V. Boyd, and Gerald O. Smith. Several prominent southern Iowa 

companies were also members, such as the Veg-a-Peel Co. and Southern Iowa Utilities.108  

 Having won their battle within Iowa, small-town business leaders and right-to-work 

proponents shifted their focus to the national stage, joining in the campaign to retain Section 

14(b) of Taft-Hartley. Along with state level campaigns, national labor organizations launched a 

drive to repeal Section 14 (B) of Taft-Hartley, the portion of the bill that allowed states to pass 

right-to-work laws. Gerald Bogan, the executive secretary of Iowans for Right to Work, 

informed members of the imperatives at play, arguing that, “There is evidence that Iowa’s right 

to work law is a recognized tool in the campaign to attract industry into the state.”109 The Iowans 

for Right to Work was only a small player in the larger campaign, which was led by the National 

Right to Work Committee. But the combined weight of the local and national efforts resulted in 

the defeat of initiatives to repeal 14 (b) in February of 1966.110  

 However, the Iowans for Right to Work did not consider the matter settled, deciding to 

continue their battle by attempting to unseat elected officials who had challenged the law. The 

organization released a list of candidates who were running for reelection in 1966 and how they 
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had voted on the right-to-work issue. For state offices, the Iowans for Right to Work attacked 

those who had supported the “amendment” that attempted to legalize the union shop. US 

congressional representatives were measured by their stance on the campaign to repeal 14(B). 

Unsurprisingly, all of the national congressmen who supported retention of 14 (B) were 

Republicans, while all those who had voted for its repeal were newly elected Democrats.111 

 The Iowans for Right to Work organization was not the only one with big plans for the 

1966 election. Having made valuable connections while working on behalf of the Shaff Plan and 

right-to-work, Robert Beck decided to pursue the Republican gubernatorial nomination for 1966. 

Ultimately, he failed to garner the nomination, losing to the better-connected Republican official 

William Murray, who had been the party’s nominee for the 1958 gubernatorial campaign. But 

Beck lost by just 1,638 votes with more than 170,000 ballots cast, and carried all of southern 

Iowa. This was astounding for a man who had been a minor GOP figure a few years before.112 

 The right-to-work issue helped produce a major political reversal in the 1966 elections. 

Throughout the state, Democratic officials saw their 1964 gains erased. This was noticeable in 

rural southern Iowa. Though Harold Hughes managed to hold on to the governorship, his 

electoral majorities sharply declined in southern Iowa and the state as a whole. Hughes received 

55.3 percent of the total vote, which was significantly less than the 62.8 percent he won just two 

years earlier. In southern Iowa, his margin of victory (53.2 percent) was even less. Similarly, 

                                                
 111 “Congressmen and Legislators Running Again in 1966…Prepared by Iowans for Right to Work,” 
Iowans for Right to Work Records, Box 1, Folder: Legislative Right to Work (1of 3) 1965-1967, n.d. (Ames: Iowa 
State University Special Collections). See also, “Status of Legislators Up For Election This Year and How They 
Voted on Right to Work Issue in 1965,” Iowans for Right to Work Records, Box 1, Folder: Right to Work Executive 
Board Materials 1 of 2 1965 to 1968. (Ames: Iowa State University Special Collections). 
 
 112 Copy of Summary of Official Canvass of the Votes Cast in Iowa Primary Election, September 6, 1966 
(Iowa City: State Historical Society of Iowa). In the primary, Beck carried the southern Iowa counties of 
Appanoose, Clarke, Decatur, Lucas, Monroe, Ringgold, and Union. Also available online 
http://sos.iowa.gov/elections/results/archive.html.  
 



 313 

Democratic candidates throughout the state suffered defeat. Republican Jack Miller bested his 

Democratic challenger 60.9 percent to 37.8 percent for a US Senate seat (winning all of southern 

Iowa). Republicans also reversed Democrat gains in the US House of Representatives, as the 

GOP grabbed five out of seven seats. Democrats held onto only the Second District, which 

contained the urban industrial center of Cedar Rapids, and the Fifth District, the home of Des 

Moines. Most of southern Iowa was in the fourth district, which elected the Republican candidate 

John Kyl. Republicans grabbed control of numerous other top state offices, including secretary 

of state, state auditor, secretary of agriculture, and attorney general, all of which had fallen into 

Democrat hands two years prior.113  

 In assessing these results, the Iowans for Right to Work organization was convinced that 

rural voters had swung the state back to the GOP. The organization characterized the election 

results as “a great victory for proponents of Right to Work and voluntary unionism.”114 In their 

“Analysis of 1966 Election Relative to Right to Work,” the organization concluded that “many 

of the rural Republican areas which elected Democrats in 1964 and who supported repeal in the 

last session returned to more normal voting patterns and elected RTW supporters this year.”115  

 By 1968, the Republican Party seemed primed to regain the governorship. Harold Hughes 

had decided not to seek reelection, choosing instead to run for the US Senate. Sensing his 

opportunity after such a close defeat in 1966, Robert Beck again pursued the GOP nomination. 

During his two attempts to capture the governorship, Beck enunciated a political vision that was 
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in every way an outgrowth of his small-town background. Beck eschewed traditional political 

brands, casting himself as a pro-growth politician willing to exercise state power to spur private 

sector growth.  As he wrote to one Iowan in June of 1966, “I have never been one to subscribe to 

political labels such as being a Conservative or a Liberal….Basically, I’m dedicated to the 

dynamic of a free enterprise system, and believe that the government should do all that it can to 

foster its growth and development, rather than to stand in the way and stifle its expansion.”116 

 In his 1966 campaign, Beck argued that he would turn the state into a magnet for 

corporate investment. In a memorandum circulated to his close associates, Beck criticized 

Governor Harold Hughes for having pursued an “anti-business” agenda by raising corporate 

taxes and attempting to repeal the state’s right-to-work law. But Beck recognized that taxes 

funded vital services, such as education, which were “basic to industrial growth.” Beck argued 

that the state government could minimize business taxes while continuing to fund social services 

by “shifting the tax burden from one party to another” (presumably from corporations to 

consumers and the middle class), sparking “a more dynamic period of growth.” Beck also 

castigated the Hughes administration for its indulgence in the “spoils system,” offering evidence 

of the governor “running out qualified people” and refusing to enact civil service reforms that 

would have placed bureaucracies in the hands of professionals.117 Marshaling traditional small-

town business rhetoric, Beck castigated the Democratic administration for its “unnecessary waste 

and duplication.”118 Like business leaders throughout the heartland, Beck believed that 

                                                
 116 Letter from Robert Beck to Mr. Lawrence M. Jensen, 30 June 1966, Robert K. Beck Papers, Box 1, 
Folder: Correspondence, June-July 1966 (Iowa City: University of Iowa Special Collections).  
 
 117 Memorandum from Robert Beck to John Henry, Jim Bromwell, and Senator Jack Schroeder, Robert K. 
Beck Papers, Box 1, Folder: Correspondence, January-March 1966 (Iowa City: University of Iowa Special 
Collections).  
 
 118 Letter from Robert Beck to Mr. O.P. Ryan, January 13, 1966 Robert K. Beck Papers, Box 1, Folder: 
Correspondence, June-July 1966 (Iowa City: University of Iowa Special Collections). 



 315 

eliminating favoritism, inefficiency, and waste would keep expenditures down, offering a 

painless way to trim the budget without raising business taxes.   

 Regarding Iowa’s laboring class, Beck adopted a popular Republican tact, preaching that 

economic growth would serve workers’ interests. As Beck wrote to one Iowa voter in 1966, “My 

own attitude toward labor is that the Republican Party can achieve more in their behalf.” “Iowa 

has a place for every worthwhile organization, including Labor Unions, and as we attract more 

industry (one of my primary aims), we likewise increase the opportunity of all laboring 

people.”119 In this formulation, anti-union measures that helped create manufacturing jobs, such 

as the right-to-work law, benefited workers as a whole.    

 Promising to make industrial development the “great crusade of my administration,” 

Beck reaffirmed these stances when he made his second attempt to win the Republican 

gubernatorial nomination in 1968.120 Like many of his small-town business colleagues, Beck 

continued to position himself as a centrist, pro-growth politician, adopting the popular “middle-

of-the-road” brand. In his 1968 campaign literature, Beck reprinted the endorsement of the 

president of the Cedar Falls Trust bank, who stated that, “I feel that Bob Beck represents the 

middle of the road Republican philosophy.”121   

 Underlying Beck’s entire political agenda was the intertwined issues of industrial 

development and rural decline. As Beck frequently argued, Iowa was in the midst of a “great 

farm revolution,” with mechanization and scientific advancement forcing thousands of people to 
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leave agriculture and rural areas every year. These developments threatened to undermine not 

only the agricultural job market, but also rural and small-town businesses.122 As such, Beck 

proposed a plan for spurring economic growth by offering business company’s “incentives” 

instead of “tax penalties,” safeguarding the state’s right-to-work law, and fostering a corporate 

friendly “legislative climate.” Beck was willing to work with “government agencies” so long as 

they were dedicated to “developing a healthy business climate to provide more jobs in the private 

sector of the economy.”123 Specifically, Beck proposed to eliminate taxes on construction and 

industrial machinery and reinstall corporate tax structures that allowed businesses to reap greater 

rewards from federal tax credits.124  

 But Beck was not opposed to all taxes, just those that he felt hampered economic growth. 

Having been the chairman of the Iowa Highway Commission, Beck recognized that the state’s 

road system was an invaluable asset for manufacturers. “One of the major needs in developing 

industrial climate is a good transportation system, and in Iowa that means a good roads 

network,” he noted. As such, Beck proclaimed that it was “unthinkable to reduce road funds,” 

proposing instead to pay for highway improvements by siphoning money off from the state’s 

regressive sales tax.125 Displaying similar business logic, Beck was critical of state and national 

welfare programs that did not help the private sector. Beck suggested that Iowa’s Aid to Families 
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with Dependent Children Program and other programs be scrutinized for potential cutting.126 

Congress’s decision to expand Medicare during the 1960s received sharp criticism from Beck.127  

 Along with reforming the tax code and spending procedures to favor corporate interests, 

Beck intended to harness the fiscal powers of the state government to underwrite private 

economic development. Beck promised to jumpstart the long dormant Iowa Credit facility, which 

was designed to provide financing for “developing new industries.”128 Even more radically, Beck 

proposed to support new legislation aimed at “encouraging banks and insurance companies to 

pool resources to provide capital for business growth and expansion.”129 

 Robert Beck’s campaign efforts represented the fullest expression of the small-town 

business politics. Beck’s entire philosophy revolved around the imperatives of industrial 

development. He proposed to reconstruct the state government by sculpting public institutions to 

benefit business interests. Beck planned to engineer Iowa’s tax code, labor laws, spending 

policies, and administrative institutions to be more corporate friendly. During his two 

gubernatorial contests, Robert Beck enunciated a small-town business brand of statecraft, 

arguing that private economic expansion should be the ultimate goal of all government action.   

 But Beck faced an uphill battle in the GOP primary. Having lost in his previous attempt, 

Beck seemed unlikely to win over a Republican electorate anxious to reclaim the governorship. 

Perhaps most damaging to his aspirations, Beck was not the only small-town businessman in the 

contest. Beck’s primary opponents were Robert Ray of Des Moines, an attorney and the former 
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state Republican Party chairman, and Donald Johnson, a poultry and feed company owner from 

West Branch, Iowa (pop. 1,053 in 1960).130 It seemed likely that Beck and Johnson would split 

the rural and small-town vote. This was the interpretation Beck himself adopted, noting that, 

“Donald E. Johnson of West Branch and I were dividing one area of vote potential while leaving 

Ray clear sailing in his own field of strength.” Beck acknowledged the perception that “Ray 

was…a city candidate and a moderate while Johnson and [I]” were “rural and conservative.”  

 Beck found his “conservative label” quite “perplexing,” noting that his campaign had 

promoted “dynamic development” and a “greater manufacturing economy” that would enable 

“greater personal per capita income, a greater taxation base, the preservation of declining 

communities.” He had “preached the need for greater fiscal restraint,” but not in any extreme 

way, since he believed that “Iowa can afford to spend money for its legitimate needs.” In his own 

mind, Beck merely opposed extravagant spending that would place the state “in danger taxation 

wise of pricing ourselves out of the growth and development market we so desperately need.” 

Beck lamented that what he believed was “a sound and reasonable approach” had resulted in an 

unshakeable “conservative label.” 

 Even though he disputed his conservative branding, Beck realized that a “three man race” 

would result in “vote splitting” that signaled doom for himself and Johnson. Their only hope was 

that one would drop out of the race, allowing for a “one rural based candidate who has been 

labeled conservative” to go head-to-head with “one city candidate labeled moderate.” Realizing 

their predicament, the Beck and Johnson camps held several meetings in an attempt to negotiate 

the withdrawal of one candidate. However, neither Beck nor Johnson would concede, ensuring 
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that Ray got the nomination.131 Corroborating Beck’s assessment, the southern Iowa vote was 

closely divided between all three candidates. Beck ran strongest in southern Iowa, carrying 

Appanoose, Decatur, Monroe, and Ringgold, while Johnson won Lucas. With Beck and Johnson 

splitting the vote, Ray carried Clarke and Union, though the latter by only five votes over Beck.  

 Robert Ray eventually proved the overall victor, managing to win the GOP nomination 

largely by mobilizing suburban backlash voters. Ray carried Iowa’s most densely populated 

areas, capturing strong majorities in the counties that contained Des Moines and its expanding 

suburbs (including Polk, Marshall, and Story). Similarly, Ray easily won the heavily populated 

counties along Iowa’s eastern border, including Clinton, Des Moines, Dubuque, Lee, Linn, 

Johnson, Muscatine, and Scott.132 Pandering to his political base, Ray ran a “law and order” 

campaign promising to address rising crime rates, urban unrest, and campus protests by 

undertaking an “all-out effort….to stop violence, disorder, disobedience and lawlessness.”133 Ray 

also denounced the Johnson administration and the federal government’s “inability to solve such 

problems as Vietnam, poverty, discrimination and economic unrest.”134  

 Though Beck failed to win the nomination in either 1966 or 1968, he was integral in 

guiding rural and small-town voters into a new governing Republican coalition. Beck and Ray 

represented two different Republican constituencies that would unite in the general election to 

return the governorship to the GOP. Rural and small-town voters joined with their suburban 

neighbors to elect Robert Ray governor in 1968. As the GOP primary progressed, Ray actually 
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adopted many of Beck’s economic positions. Ray, who was an attorney by profession, began 

referring to himself as a “businessman-lawyer” in campaign advertisements. Ray had given little 

attention to the issue of taxation early in the primary, but by August he was denouncing the 

state’s skyrocketing burden. Ray also came out in favor of the state’s right-to-work law despite 

waffling on the issue previously in his career.135 Beck himself noted on one occasion with a great 

deal of bitterness that, “The other candidates have virtually adopted my statements relative to the 

need for job opportunities, something that is not new with me because I said the same thing two 

years ago.”136 Ray’s incorporation of Beck’s economic ideas made him a formidable candidate, 

capable of appealing to backlash voters, as well as pro-growth sentiments that were popular 

among rural, small-town, and suburban constituents.  

  On the county level, it appeared that the election followed Iowa’s established urban-rural 

divide. The Democratic candidate Paul Franzenburg carried counties with large urban centers, 

such as Polk, Linn, and Johnson, home to the respective cities of Des Moines, Cedar Rapids, and 

Iowa City. For his part, Ray won nearly all of Iowa’s rural and small-town areas, carrying 

eighty-five of the state’s ninety-nine counties, including all of rural southern Iowa. However, 

Ray actually did well in Iowa’s larger counties, winning 49.8 percent, 46.7 percent, and 47.6 

percent in Linn, Johnson, and Polk counties.  

 Upon closer examination, it is clear that suburban voters helped swing the election to Ray 

and the GOP. In Linn County, the home of the Democratic stronghold of Cedar Rapids, Ray lost 

to Franzenburg by only 202 votes (31,398 to 31,600).137 But Ray ran strongest in the suburbs 
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located outside of Cedar Rapids. Unfortunately, it is difficult to label voting precincts within 

Cedar Rapids as either “urban” or “suburban” since no electoral map has survived. However, the 

suburb of Marion was an incorporated community located outside of Cedar Rapids, and therefore 

it is possible to isolate and analyze its voting behavior. In later years, Marion openly embraced 

its identity as a booming suburban community. Marion’s official website lauded the town as the 

“largest suburb in the Cedar Rapids metro area” and “one of the fastest growing communities in 

the state.”138 In Marion, Ray defeated Franzenburg 3,647 to 2,988, or roughly 55 percent to 45 

percent, a full 5 percent ahead of his total county percentage.139 Ray’s successful forging of a 

rural, small-town, suburban political alliance paralleled the national GOP’s grand strategy.  

   

Richard Nixon, Jimmy Carter, and Rural America’s Bipartisan Business Consensus  

  In the 1968 presidential election, Richard Nixon captured the American heartland by 

adopting the same “middle of the road” approach that had won over white, rural and small-town 

voters in 1952, 1956 and 1960. Only in 1964 when Republicans diverged from this template by 

nominating Barry Goldwater did heartland voters reject the GOP. Between 1952 and 1972, 

voters in northern Arkansas and southern Iowa expressed a shared predilection for mainstream, 

pro-business Republican presidential candidates.  

 Nixon’s political label has been a staunch point of debate for American historians. The 

terms liberal, moderate, and conservative have all been used at one time or another. Matthew 

Lassiter has made a compelling argument that Nixon was the spokesman for “Middle America” 

and the “Silent Majority” of white, suburban middle class taxpayers. As Lassiter has argued 
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about the 1968 election, “The three way contest allowed Nixon to stake out the political center 

by design and by default, as the respectable choice for middle-class voters who rejected the Great 

Society liberalism of Hubert Humphrey and the reactionary racial populism of George 

Wallace.”140 In Arkansas and Iowa, John Paul Hammerschmidt and Robert Ray utilized similar 

appeals to win over suburbanites in places like Fort Smith, Arkansas and Cedar Rapids, Iowa. 

 However, Nixon’s centrism also appealed to rural and small-town voters living in the 

American heartland. While Vietnam protests, urban riots, and student demonstrations certainly 

concerned rural Americans, they were not the primary explanation for Richard Nixon’s appeal. 

While campaigning in Iowa, Nixon appealed to rural and small-town Americans’ economic 

interests. Nixon offered a political economy campaign pitch that linked urban disorder to rural 

blight, arguing that the hallowing out of the countryside had exacerbated poverty and 

overcrowding in American cities. As one newspaper reported, “Nixon proposed that keeping 

people down on the farm and in the small towns will help a lot in solving the problems of the big 

cities.” In Nixon’s vision, the federal government could alleviate urban and rural “distress” by 

helping to industrialize the countryside, providing aid in the form of federal grants and contracts 

to modernize rural America. With “[i]mproved transportation facilities, better schools, and more 

extensive public utilities in rural areas,” the countryside would benefit from the “location of 

many new industries.”  Nixon promised that he would help enhance the “opportunities and 

qualities of rural life” by making smaller places more attractive for corporate investment.141 

 In an editorial titled “Eyes on Rural America,” northern Arkansas’s Baxter Bulletin 

praised Nixon’s recognition of what it characterized as the “greatest migration in the history of 
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the world,” the mass movement of human beings “from farms to urban sectors, from small cities 

to the large cities, since World War II.” The newspaper cheered Nixon’s “proposed...multi-

phased federal program to fight rural poverty,” especially his plans to supply “[c]redits to 

industry for choosing rural sites and dispersal of government contracts.” The Baxter Bulletin 

concluded with a cheery assessment, explaining that “it is encouraging to hear these expressions 

from the leading presidential candidate, because there are hundreds of flagging communities in 

low-income Arkansas that need help.”142 In southern Iowa, Robert Beck’s Centerville Iowegian 

heartily endorsed the “moderate” Nixon, arguing that he had the “background, the intelligence 

and the stature to serve the United States ably as its chief executive.”143 

 In the 1968 presidential election, Nixon’s popularity in northern Arkansas, southern 

Iowa, and America’s rural heartland was apparent. Nixon carried every county in southern Iowa, 

winning the region with 53.2 percent of the vote while Humphrey captured 40.1 percent and 

Wallace 6.7 percent.  Per usual, however, the Republican candidate ran strongest among small-

town voters. In southern Iowa’s county seats, Nixon won 56.1 percent of the vote.144 In northern 

Arkansas, rural and small-town voters refused to follow most of the state by voting for George 

Wallace, choosing instead to endorse Nixon. Though Wallace denied Nixon an overall majority, 

Ozark voters made clear their preference for the moderate Republican candidate. In northern 
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Arkansas, Nixon won 48.6 percent of the vote in comparison to Humphrey’s 27.5 percent and 

Wallace’s 23.8 percent.145 

 More than previous contests, the 1968 election stamped northern Arkansas’s political 

divorce from the Solid South, as voters spurned not only the region’s traditional loyalty to the 

Democratic candidate Humphrey, but also the reactionary Wallace. Like rural and small-town 

people throughout the American heartland, northern Arkansans cast their votes for the “middle of 

the road” Republican candidate who promised to use the power of the federal government to 

propel economic development. Nixon carried nearly every state in the American heartland, 

winning Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, Oklahoma, and North and South Dakota. In 1972, 

Nixon carried all of these states again, as well as Arkansas and Minnesota, improving his 

showing in every one.146  

 In many ways, the Republican synthesis forged by Nixon and his GOP counterparts has 

had a lasting effect. In Iowa, Ray’s victory marked the beginning of an uninterrupted thirty-year 

period of Republican gubernatorial dominance, as the GOP held the office from 1968 to 1998. 

Republicans maintained control of the governor’s mansion with a political coalition of rural, 

small-town, and suburban voters. During this thirty-year Republican reign, southern Iowans 

voted for the GOP in every gubernatorial contest. Amazingly, only three times did a southern 

Iowa county vote for a Democratic gubernatorial candidate (Clarke County in 1970 and 78, and 
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Appanoose in 1982) between 1968 and 1998.147 In northern Arkansas, John Paul 

Hammerschmidt held onto the Third District congressional seat for twenty-six years, winning 

reelection twelve times before deciding to retire in 1993.148 Even in 2000, as Robert Wuthnow 

has shown, “residents of small nonmetropolitan towns are in fact more likely than those of larger 

communities to identify as Republicans.”149  

 However, since 1970, the Republican Party’s hold over the American heartland has been 

far from hegemonic. What captured rural and small-town America was not Republican politics, 

but rather business politics. The GOP unified rural and small-town voters during the 1960s 

because the party adopted positions that resembled the political vision of business leaders in 

northern Arkansas and southern Iowa. During the 1970s, many Democratic politicians embraced 

the same pro-growth, corporate friendly ideas that the GOP had used to win over heartland voters 

in the 1960s, allowing them to successfully compete for the rural electorate.  

 This has been especially true in Arkansas. After the GOP breakthrough in the late 1960s, 

Winthrop Rockefeller found himself caught in a political standoff with the overwhelmingly 

Democratic state legislature. In many ways, this was a natural outcome. Rockefeller’s entire 

political philosophy revolved around the reconstruction of Arkansas’s laws and governing 

institutions to be more in accord with business principles. For state legislators, this represented a 

direct attack on their traditional style of politics and governing structures. Rockefeller’s 

continual promotion of the Republican Party also hardened many of the legislators to his 
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initiatives, realizing that they risked increased opposition if the governor’s programs succeeded. 

Though Rockefeller managed some legislative achievements during his first term, by 1968, 

cooperation between the governor and legislature had ground to a halt. According to Cathy 

Urwin, it seemed that many politicians were attempting “to convince the voters that only a 

Democratic governor could work with the legislature.”150  

 As the public grew frustrated by government inaction during Rockefeller’s second term, 

centrist Democrats looked to shift the party away from its segregationist past in a more moderate 

direction. In the 1966 and 1968 elections, Rockefeller won in large part because the Democratic 

Party nominated either rabid segregationists such as Jim Johnson, or “Old Guard” Faubus 

machine candidates like Marion Crank.151 However, in the 1970 Democratic primary, a young, 

charismatic figure named Dale Bumpers offered a new political vision for the party’s future.  

 A lawyer and businessman from the small-town of Charleston, Dale Bumpers had been 

an advocate of racial moderation since the 1950s, when as the only attorney in town he had 

advised the local school board to comply with Brown v. Board and quietly integrate. Bumpers 

became disillusioned with the Faubus regime over its handling of the Little Rock debacle, 

believing that the governor had forsaken social harmony in order to mobilize racist support for a 

third gubernatorial term. In his autobiography, Bumpers characterized Eisenhower’s forceful 

intervention to remove “control” from the hands of an “unruly” mob as a victory for the 

“Constitution and civil order.” When the Little Rock crisis reverberated into the town of 
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Charleston, Bumpers and a local ally won election to the school board promising not to re-

segregate the town’s school system.152  

 A total unknown outside of his home county, Bumpers began mulling a political career in 

the 1960s. Bumpers recognized that Arkansas’s citizens had grown “ambivalent” about Faubus’s 

continual use of the “race card,” realizing that “his actions had done” a great deal to “fortify 

Arkansas’s reputation as a backward state filled with rednecks.” As a result of Faubus’s 

grandstanding, “economic growth” in turbulent cities like Little Rock had “come to a halt.” 

Bumpers believed that Faubus was prone to corruption and influence peddling, largely at the 

behest of Democratic kingmakers, the gas industry magnets Witt Stephens and Jack Stephens. “If 

anybody ever owned a politician,” Bumpers later reflected, “they had owned Orval Faubus.” 153  

 Bumpers agreed with many of Winthrop Rockefeller’s ideas, even “prais[ing]…his 

valiant efforts to dismantle the Faubus political machines.” However, Bumpers concluded that a 

Republican governor could not effectively lead a legislature dominated by Democrats. As 

Arkansans grew disenchanted with the gridlock that defined the Rockefeller era, Bumpers sensed 

an opportunity for a Democrat who was a “progressive candidate with no skeletons in his closet, 

who spoke about the future of our children in a warm and believable way.”154 In the 1970 

Democratic primary, Bumpers defeated Orval Faubus in his attempt to reclaim the governorship, 

a symbolic victory for a new generation of Democrats over their Jim Crow ancestors. As 

Bumpers himself described the significance of his campaign, “I wanted to prove to the nation 
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that Arkansas was turning its back on the most insidious, shameful part of its past.”155 With a 

viable Democratic candidate free from the pollutants of racist reaction and one-party corruption, 

many Arkansas voters decided that it was time to put an end to the partisan standoff that 

characterized the Rockefeller years. In the 1970 gubernatorial election, Bumpers defeated 

Rockefeller by 62% to 32%, with the remainder going to a third party candidate.156  

 For small-town business leaders in northern Arkansas, either party was capable of 

representing their distinct economic and political interests. The fact that local boosters, like Tom 

Dearmore, chose to affiliate with the “Democrats for Rockefeller” instead of outright conversion 

to the GOP suggested that a Democratic party shorn of its segregationist leanings and one-party 

nepotism could compete for the small-town electorate. In March of 1966, Tom Tinnon, the 

former president of the Mountain Home Chamber of Commerce, expressed regret in a letter to 

Winthrop Rockefeller that “partywise” they found themselves on “opposite” sides. Reflecting the 

sentiments of most small-town business leaders, Tinnon admitted that he did not “agree with the 

State Administration” of Orval Faubus. But this “by no means indicates that I should abandon 

the party.” Rather, he believed that he needed “to work harder to make the party the party of the 

people.” Instead of shifting their allegiance to the state GOP, many boosters argued that the 

Democratic Party could be refashioned to fit their politics.157 In 1970 and 1972, Bumper carried 

northern Arkansas easily, even at the same time that the region continued to vote for Republicans 

John Paul Hammerschmidt and Richard Nixon.158 
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 While in the governor’s mansion, Bumpers actually enacted much of Rockefeller’s pro-

business platform. Bumpers succeeded where Rockefeller had failed when he achieved 

widespread government reorganization by consolidating and eliminating numerous agencies. The 

Bumpers administration also instituted updated budgetary practices and merit-based public 

employment procedures.159 Throughout the 1970s, Arkansas’s Democratic Party stuck to the 

Bumpers model, as a series of moderate, pro-growth governors were elected to the state’s top 

office. During the decade, the state was led by Bumpers, David Pryor, and Bill Clinton, all of 

whom, as one historian has argued, “were moderate and progressive rather than truly liberal,” 

and “called for improvements in education and health services” while also “practice[ing] fiscal 

restraint and promoted policies designed to maximize efficiency and economy.”160 Small-town 

business leaders no doubt approved of this political ethos.  

 Following the disastrous defeat of George McGovern in 1972, the national Democratic 

Party followed a similar path towards the political center. In 1976, the Democrats chose Jimmy 

Carter as their presidential nominee. Reared in rural southwestern Georgia, Carter hailed from a 

small-town business background that in many ways resembled that of the American heartland. 

After leaving a successful career in the United States Navy following the death of his father, 

Jimmy Carter returned to his childhood home of Plains to take over the family’s peanut farming 

and warehousing business. Carter immediately set about diversifying the family business 

holdings by adding “a new peanut-shelling plant, a peanut drying system, and…three additional 
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acres…for peanut storage.” Carter established himself as a community leader by acquiring a 

myriad of local institutional positions, including: member of the Lions Club, a director for the 

Sumter County Library board, representative of the local hospital authority, chairman of the 

school board, and even scoutmaster for the area chapter of the Boy Scouts.161  

  Like many small-town business leaders, Carter was active in local community 

improvement and economic development initiatives. During the mid 1950s, the Georgia Power 

Company promoted town beautification with its Georgia Better Hometowns Project. A 

technocrat by training and personality, Carter spearheaded modernization efforts in Plains, 

serving as the chairman for the town’s civic improvement organization. Under his leadership, 

local boosters in Plains managed to build a swimming pool and a medical clinic, and pave town 

roads. Plains received several awards from the Better Hometowns Project and Carter himself 

received a Distinguished Service Award from the local Jaycees for his labors. During the 1960s, 

Carter served as the chairman for the Georgia Area Planning and Development Commission, an 

organization dedicated to strengthening the local economy by acquiring government funds and 

engaging in economic planning.162  

 Carter used his local status as a jumping off point for a meteoric political career, choosing 

to first run for the Georgia State Senate after reapportionment and other electoral reforms 

convinced him that traditional one-party pathways to power could now be sidestepped. After 

successfully winning a senate seat in the state legislature, Carter worked closely with other like-

minded successful local business leaders who had also chosen to pursue political office. Carter 
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and his compatriots forged a political bond around their shared faith in pro-business economic 

ideals. As one of Carter’s biographers would later write, the group “believed…in the need for 

fiscal restraint, balanced budgets, efficiency in government, and an end to the longstanding 

corrupt practices and patronage system embedded in state government.”163 This succinct 

statement could have been used to describe philosophy of small-town businessmen writ large.  

 During his time in the state senate, Carter blended fiscal responsibility and government 

reorganization with racial moderation. Like many Democrats who came of age in the 1960s, 

Carter refused to embrace the civil rights movement or openly challenge racial segregation while 

also keeping his distance from reactionary organizations like the White Citizens Council.164 

When choosing whether or not to run for governor in 1966, one of Carter’s close associates in 

the Georgia senate invoked the favored label of small-town businessmen when he argued that, 

“There is definitely a grassroots desire to get a middle-of-the-road candidate in this race…I think 

Jimmy Carter is our man.”165 Though Carter failed to win the Democratic nomination in 1966, 

his centrist position served him well when he chose to run for governor in 1970, allowing him to 

woo moderate voters by contrasting himself with die hard segregationists, while also appealing 

to conservatives by casting the state’s more integration minded politicians as ultraliberals.166  

 After winning the governorship, Carter announced in his inaugural address that he 

intended to make the state government operate according to “business principles” and pursued 
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widespread government reorganization.167 In an ambitious undertaking, Carter put forth a plan 

that would “reduce the number of state agencies from 300 to 22, saving an estimated $50 million 

per year.” Carter displayed other small-town ideas when he attempted to uproot corruption and 

cronyism by removing inept appointees from state bureaucracies and replacing them with 

professionals.168 In his campaign to pass his reorganization plan, which succeeded, Carter and his 

supporters put out literature calling for Georgians to “Economize, Revitalize, Reorganize State 

Government,” with political cartoons showing the governor combating “Waste, Inefficiency, 

Special Interests, and Petty Politics.” Carter also sat on the boards of several agencies dedicated 

to rural and regional economic development, including the Appalachian Regional Commission 

and the Southern Growth Policies Board.169 Barred by Georgia law from pursuing a second term, 

Carter ran for, and won, the Democratic presidential nomination for 1976.  

 Sympathizers and critics alike have argued that Carter ran a relatively issueless campaign 

against Gerald Ford in 1976, appealing to a post-Watergate electorate by emphasizing his own 

personal honesty and devout religious beliefs.170 However, Carter’s business background and 

political ethos suggested that he had much in common with rural and small-town voters in the 

American heartland. Crafting a moderate, centrist image, Carter managed to break the 

Republican stranglehold on the white, rural electorate. Though Carter lost the state of Iowa by a 

razor thin margin of 48.5% to Gerald Ford’s 49.5%, he actually won every county in rural 

southern Iowa. Carter also managed to swing much of northern Arkansas back into the 
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Democratic column for the first time since 1964. Though Baxter County maintained its loyalty to 

the GOP, giving Ford a 1% margin of victory, the rest of the region voted for Carter.171   

 Unlike Richard Nixon, however, Carter did not unify the heartland. Carter carried 

Arkansas, Missouri, and Minnesota, while losing to Ford in tight races in Iowa, Oklahoma, and 

South Dakota. Ford also bested Carter in not-so-close contests in Kansas, Nebraska, and North 

Dakota. 172 However, his strong performance with white rural and small-town voters signaled a 

new political reality. The GOP represented the primary party for most inhabitants within 

America’s rural heartland, but Republicans did not exercise unquestioned allegiance. Centrist 

Democrats like Jimmy Carter, who shared a broad ideological orientation with small-town 

business leaders, could successfully compete for the rural electorate with thematic appeals to 

government efficiency, economic development, and racial moderation. The presidential election 

of 1976 reflected a new era of partisan competition in America’s rural heartland, at the same 

time that it solidified an overarching political convergence. The stark reality was that Democrats 

could win over voters in rural America, but only by embracing pro-business principles and 

corporate style governance. The mid 1970s ushered in a new political order in America’s rural 

heartland, where increasing party competition masked the underlying bipartisan business friendly 

consensus that had become the center of gravity for both Republicans and Democrats.  
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Epilogue: The Nonmetropolitan Turnaround and Post-Agricultural Rural America 
 

 After a half-century of almost continuous outmigration, rural America experienced 

population growth throughout the 1970s. In what has been termed “the nonmetropolitan 

turnaround,” communities throughout the countryside saw their populations expand. In the 

United States as a whole, nonmetropolitan areas grew at a faster rate than metropolitan areas, and 

more people moved into nonmetropolitan places then left for cities and suburbs. There were 

numerous reasons for rural America’s reversal, including an influx of retirees, recreational 

opportunities, lower crime rates, and many others, but most observers agreed that the 

“decentralization of manufacturing” was a major cause of increased population growth. The 

turnaround surprised almost everyone, contradicting standard assumptions about the inevitable 

decline of rural America.1 

 During the postwar period, rural and small-town areas exhibited a general population 

pattern, losing large numbers of people in the 1950s, experiencing slower rates of decline or 

small gains in the 1960s, and witnessing widespread population growth during the 1970s.2 

Southern Iowa lost 14.9% of its population in the 1950s and 8.2% in the 1960s, but it 

experienced a 2.2% increase during the 1970s.3 Though hardly staggering, this nonetheless 
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represented a major shift from previous decades. Northern Arkansas experienced impressive 

rates of population growth after 1960. While the region lost 17.5% of its population during the 

1950s, it quickly rebounded by growing 15.3% in the 1960s. A major population boom followed 

in the 1970s, when the region’s population increased by 42.0%.4 

 Along with population growth, industrialization also helped to alleviate some of the worst 

symptoms of America’s prolonged rural crisis. Rural areas that acquired new manufacturing 

generally saw average individual and family incomes rise and unemployment rates drop.5 In 

Baxter County, Arkansas, per capita income more than tripled between 1950 and 1966, 

increasing from a mere $746 to $2,323.6 Although many firms escaped paying taxes through 

agreements with local communities, industrial development generated indirect revenue for 

municipal and county governments by raising property values. In the local commercial arena, 

factories also increased retail sales in rural businesses and resulted in more construction. By and 

large, rural and small-town Americans looked favorably upon industrialization. As Summers et 

al. have concluded, “In general, people believed their community had benefited from industrial 

development…They saw the plant as helping to stabilize population, providing jobs, and giving 

rise to economic diversification.”7  

  However, industrial development entailed substantial costs. Rural communities 

expended an inordinate amount of money luring manufacturing firms. Towns provided vast 

subsidies to business companies, including industrial sites and buildings, water and sewage 
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services, and a myriad of other enticements. These costs generally fell on the American taxpayer, 

either in the form of increased local levies to pay for amenities, or indirectly through state and 

federal development aid. As Summers et al. have argued, the public sector generally footed the 

bill for industrial development, while the private sector reaped most of the rewards. Rural 

industrialization often had negative effects on the American environment as well, notably the 

pollution of local water supplies.8 

The economic impact of rural industrialization was also extraordinarily uneven. For every 

town like Creston or Mountain Home that managed to acquire new industry, there were others 

that undertook similar efforts and failed. Just days after Creston announced the acquisition of the 

Hills-McCanna factory in February of 1964, the town’s newspaper reprinted an article from the 

Atlantic News-Telegram. Even at the height of the rural industrial boom, the town of Atlantic, 

Iowa struggled to attract manufacturers:  

We congratulate our neighbor Creston on getting a fine new industry. We worry about 
Atlantic’s failure to acquire new industry. It is not for a lack of effort, for there is a 
constant effort being made to get new industry. The task is a difficult one. In the first 
place the competition is terrific. Hundreds of communities around the nation are after 
new industries. Next, it is quite difficult to find out just what firms are looking for 
additional locations. They keep the fact secret. A community rarely knows that it is being 
considered until the last minute and may never find out what firm was looking at it....It 
doesn’t take much to scare an industry off.9 
 

Industrialization was hardly a panacea for all countryside communities. Even towns that 

experienced eventual success, like Centerville, often suffered failed projects along the way. After 

spending months pursuing the Sylvania Electric Products Company, the town celebrated the 
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opening of a 150 employee factory in July of 1953.10 But elation turned into despair just six 

months later when the firm shuttered the plant in January of 1954.11 

 Within rural areas that did acquire corporate investment, the benefits were not equitably 

distributed. While boosters frequently argued that new industry would provide jobs for 

unemployed farmers and impoverished inhabitants, the needy rarely attained a large proportion 

of manufacturing employment. The primary beneficiaries were educated, skilled workers who 

commuted from nearby towns or moved into rural areas to fill the demand created by new 

factories. As a result of industrial development, rural America became a world of commuters, 

where workers living in open countryside or small towns traveled near and far to industrial 

plants. Many commuters were female workers who found work in low wage, labor-intensive 

factories, like the Mar-Bax plant. Farm women, whose labor had previously existed outside of 

official markets, became full-fledged members of the American workforce.12  

 Rural industrial development also dealt a major blow to the labor movement in the United 

States. Industrial decentralization created strategic obstacles for labor organizers. Unions 

flourished in industrial centers in part because large urban factories provided labor officials with 

access to thousands of workers in one place. However, it was much more difficult to unionize 

America’s industrial workforce when the proletariat was scattered in thousands of small branch 
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plants throughout the countryside. In the postwar period, union organizers had to travel to far off 

locations, dealing not only with hostile factory managers, but also unwelcoming local elites.13 

 On top of all this, rural industrial development showed diminished returns as time went 

on. Rural industrialization never technically stopped. The town of Centerville and Appanoose 

County actually acquired two major manufacturing plants in 1985. In that year, both the 

Rubbermaid Manufacturing Company, which produced plastic household products, and the 

Wells Manufacturing Company, an automotive parts distributor, decided to located branch plants 

in Centerville. Combined, the two firms estimated to bring five hundred new jobs to Appanoose 

County.14 But it is clear that after 1980 rural industrial growth flagged nationwide, making it 

more difficult for communities to acquire or hold onto factories in the face of increasing 

international competition and global capital mobility.15  

 Despite its many drawbacks, industrialization was pivotal in the formation of a post-

agricultural rural economy. By 1980, farmers and their families totaled around five and half 

million people, and represented less than ten percent of America’s rural population. This was a 

dramatic decline since the start of the rural crisis in 1920 when the farm population numbered 

over 31 million and made up 61.3% of the total rural population. The rural farm population 

declined the most during the 1950s and 60s, dropping by 42.4% and 38.3% in those decades, or 

from 23.2 million to 8.3 million. Industrial development represented the dominant economic 
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response during rural America’s nadir. While farming shed labor at an astronomical rate, 

manufacturing provided an alternative source of employment for depressed rural areas. Between 

1960 and 1980, manufacturing employment in nonmetropolitan America increased from roughly 

3.3 million to around 5.1 million. The increase in manufacturing employment by nearly two 

million sustained not only factory workers, but an incalculable number of spouses, children, and 

other family members. In 1970, manufacturing represented a quarter of all nonmetropolitan 

employment.16  

 In the years after 1970, the rural economy became more diversified owing largely to the 

growth of recreation and tourism, the retirement industry, education, government work, health 

care, and the service sector. Still, many of these new enterprises were linked to industrial 

development.17 The modernization of rural communities made them more appealing places to 

live, and produced infrastructural upgrades that spurred the growth of various business 

enterprises.18 Many community improvements meant to attract manufacturers eventually fostered 

other economic activities. For example, the Ozarks’ dam building initiatives of the 1940s 

produced not only electricity for manufacturers, but also man made lakes that turned northern 

                                                
 16 Glenn V. Fuguitt, David L. Brown, and Calvin L. Beale, Rural and Small Town America, National 
Committee for Research on the 1980 Census  (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1989), 269, 305.  
 
 17  Ibid., 263-274. Glenn V. Fuguitt, “Population Change in Nonmetropolitan America,” Edwin S. Mills, 
“Location of Economic Activity,” Mark Drabrenstott and Tim R. Smith, “Finding Rural Success: The New Rural 
Economic Landscape and Its Implications,” Gene F. Summers, Francine Horton, and Christina Gringeri, 
“Understanding Trends in Rural Labor Markets,” in The Changing American Countryside: Rural People and Places 
ed. Emery Castle (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1995). Robert Wuthnow, Small-town America, 30-31, 37. 
Ann Gilbert Coleman, “Call of the Mild: Colorado Ski Resorts and the Politics of Rural Tourism,” in The Changing 
Countryside in the Age of the Modern State: Political Histories of Rural America eds. Catherine McNicol Stock and 
Robert D. Johnston (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), 281-304.  
 
 18  Kenneth M. Johnson and Calvin L. Beale, “The Rural Rebound,” The Wilson Quarterly, Vol. 22, No. 2 
(Spring, 1998) 16-27.  
 



 340 

Arkansas into a recreational mecca.19 In November of 1967, the Baxter Bulletin announced that 

Holiday Inn, “the world’s largest motor hotel chain,” would open up a branch along Highway 62, 

the same local thoroughfare that underwent renovations during the late 1940s.20 Creston, Iowa 

and Mountain Home, Arkansas acquired junior colleges, a continuation of the community 

improvement campaigns that were always part and parcel of small-town industrial boosterism. 

Many junior colleges, such as Creston’s Southwestern Community College, doubled as 

vocational schools and almost certainly provided training for future industrial workers.21 

 Even retirees, who were an important force behind rural population growth in the 1970s, 

were not entirely disconnected from the countryside’s industrial economy.22 In January of 1967, 

Baxter Laboratories, the pharmaceutical company that had opened a plant near Mountain Home 

in 1963, placed an ad in the local newspaper soliciting “employees with professional engineering 

and manufacturing experience.” The company made a special appeal to retirees and their spouses 

who had “worked in a professional environment” and might be interested in “the stimulation and 

excitement that comes with working in a laboratory.” Higher skill manufacturing firms offered 

part time employment for retirees looking to supplement their incomes.23  
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  Wal-Mart, the future mass retailer, exemplified the close-knit relationship between rural 

manufacturing and the emerging American service sector. Founded by Sam Walton in 1962, 

Wal-Mart was a quintessentially rural business. The first Wal-Mart store was located in the town 

of Rogers (pop. 5,700 in 1960) in the northwest corner of Arkansas. Embracing the discount 

style of mass retailing, Wal-Mart’s business model emphasized high turnover and low prices, 

making up for small mark ups per unit with mass sales. Wal-Mart built its empire by targeting 

small towns with populations less than 10,000, realizing that healthy profits could be made in 

places that other retailers snubbed. Offering rock bottom prices, Wal-Mart undercut competitors 

in rural areas and monopolized consumer purchasing. Like rural industrialists, Sam Walton 

recognized that he could locate a store in a small town or county seat and pull in employees and 

customers from the surrounding countryside.24  

 In its early years, Wal-Mart flourished in the northern Arkansas towns that were 

experiencing substantial industrial growth. Wal-Mart’s second store opened in Harrison, 

Arkansas in 1964. Located on Highway 62/65, the 20,000 square foot Harrison Wal-Mart 

employed twenty-five Ozarkers and contained over twenty-two different departments.25 In 1968, 

Wal-Mart opened another northern Arkansas store in Mountain Home.26 In January of 1973, Sam 

Walton informed a Missouri Rotary Club that originally, “We didn’t know if the market in rural 

areas would support mass discount merchandising.” But after rural communities proved 
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themselves profitable, Walton admitted that, “Our average community, now, has a population of 

10,000, I’d guess.”27 Historian Bethany Moreton has shown that Wal-Mart was able to offer low 

prices in large part because it paid low wages to the rural women who made up the bulk of the 

company’s workforce.28 However, many of Wal-Mart’s customers assuredly came from the new 

rural industrial working class. Rural women may have supplied Wal-Mart’s labor, but factory 

payrolls circulated through the company’s cash registers.  

 Mountain Home’s Wal-Mart store reveals the dynamics of rural America’s post-

agricultural economy. The Wal-Mart branch was housed in the town’s new College Plaza 

Shopping Center, an ambitious local project that was “the largest center in north central 

Arkansas.” The plaza was located along the business portion of Highway 62, which traveled 

through the heart of Mountain Home while the road’s main segment skirted the edge of the town. 

Characterized as “modernistic” by the Baxter Bulletin, the shopping center included nineteen 

different businesses totaling “55,000 thousand square feet of floor space” and a parking lot with 

a four-hundred vehicle capacity. The Arkansas Improvement Company, a local firm headed by 

two Mountain Home businessmen, developed the center in 1967.29  

 The Wal-Mart itself was an impressive structure, measuring 18,000 square feet and 

containing twenty-eight departments.30 Along with Wal-Mart, the College Plaza Shopping 

Center contained a modern super market, a beauty parlor, a barbershop, an insurance agency, a 

realtor, a music shop, a shoe store, a photographer, a laundry mat, a steak house, a drug store, 
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several clothing outlets, and an automobile service station. The center included some impressive 

“innovations,” such as “the only electrical automatic sliding doors in north central Arkansas and 

70-foot double-deck cases for ease in selection of frozen food products.” Music was played 

continuously at College Plaza to create a pleasant shopping environment.31 Wal-Mart and the 

College Plaza Shopping Center fulfilled small-town boosters’ modernizing vision.  By the 

early 1970s, Mountain Home and Baxter County had most of the conveniences of metropolitan 

America. With a mass retail store, a national motel chain, a state of the art super market, a local 

airport, and numerous manufacturing plants, both town and country had been almost totally 

remade since World War II. A world of country stores, small farmsteads, and Main Street shops 

was displaced by a decidedly different political economy. A society built around dirt roads, 

waterways, and railroad lines had given way to landscape of highways and airports. Consolidated 

schools, junior colleges, and vocational institutions replaced one-room schoolhouses. 

 And there was nothing unique about the Baxter County experience. As David Danbom 

has written about Union County, Illinois: 

Today those living in rural Union County live as contemporary urbanites and 
suburbanites live. Their families are relatively small, and children no longer supply 
necessary labor. The home…is no longer a site of production. Men and women usually 
work outside the home, and they use the income…to stock their houses with the same 
appliances, furniture, clothes, and food Americans generally consumer. Their leisure is 
less likely to revolve around neighborhood institutions such as schools and churches and 
is more likely to be individual or family oriented and to revolve around television or 
computer screen. Hard-surfaced, well-maintained roads and dependable automobiles 
mean that they can travel far beyond the neighborhood for recreation or work.32  
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In the years after 1950, country clubs proliferated throughout small towns, serving as an 

important “status marker” for the countryside’s movers and shakers.33 In attempting to salvage a 

rural world beset by rapid farm transformations, small-town business leaders and their allies 

created a new society. 

 In total, it is difficult to judge rural industrialization and economic development either a 

success or failure. Despite grandiose promises made by some of its most outspoken proponents, 

rural industrial development did not end poverty, unemployment, or a myriad of other economic 

ills.34 During the 1980s, the combination of the “farm crisis” and manufacturing slowdown led 

many communities to once again suffer mass exodus.35 At that time, it seemed that rural 

industrialization had only brought short-term benefits, barely stemming the tide against the 

ceaseless deterioration of America’s heartland. Such stopgap results could hardly justify the 

amount of time, money, and energy exerted, as well as the national implications capital mobility 

had for unions, industrial workers, American cities, and the middle class.  

 But after the disastrous Reagan era, rural America once again showed signs of life in the 

1990s. A much more diversified rural economy, not overly dependent on agriculture or 

manufacturing, exhibited resilience. After losing nearly 11 percent of its population during the 

1980s, southern Iowa became part of what scholars have termed the “rural rebound,” a return to 

population growth in the 1990s.36 Southern Iowa’s population grew by only about eight hundred, 

                                                
 33 Robert Wuthnow, Small-town America, 28-29.  
 
 34 Gene Summers, “Persistent Rural Poverty,” Thomas A. Hirschl and David L Brown, “The Determinants 
of Rural and Urban Poverty,” in The Changing American Countryside: Rural People and Places ed. Emery Castle 
(Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1995). 
 
 35  Osha Gray Davidson, Broken Heartland: The Rise of America’s Rural Ghetto (Iowa City: University of 
Iowa Press, 1996).  
 
 36 Kenneth M. Johnson and Calvin L. Beale, “The Rural Rebound,” The Wilson Quarterly, Vol. 22, No. 2 
(Spring, 1998) 16-27.   
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but still an important development.37 Northern Arkansas was one of the most successful 

examples of rural economic development in the entire nation. Industrial, recreational, and 

retirement activities enabled northern Arkansas to grow by 7.6% during the 1980s. (A much 

slower rate than the 1970s, but growth nonetheless.) During the 1990s, the region’s population 

expanded by 23.6%, gaining over 27,000 inhabitants.38  

 During the second half of the twentieth century, America’s rural heartland experienced a 

monumental transformation. Beset by economic forces beyond their control, many rural 

Americans turned to industrial development in an attempt to impose some sense of order upon 

their lives. But those inhabiting America’s rural heartland understood the risks of corporate 

relocation and the hard knocks of capital mobility. They were neither ignorant of industrial 

development’s pitfalls, nor blind to its often excessive demands. Rural Americans ultimately felt 

that they had no choice; industrialization appeared to be the only viable solution for ending 

poverty, stopping outmigration, and replacing farm jobs. With few alternatives, rural industrial 

development appeared a rational response to devastating conditions. Though an ad hoc and 

imperfect solution to the prolonged crisis in the countryside, industrialization served as a bridge 

to a permanent post-agricultural economy. For better or worse, industrial development enabled 

millions of people to earn a livelihood while maintaining some semblance of a rural way of life.    

 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
 37 Southern Iowa Population Data taken from Iowa Data Center Publication, “Total Population in Iowa 
Counties, 1850-2010.” http://www.iowadatacenter.org/archive/2011/02/countytotalpop.pdf (accessed 6 May 2015).  
 
 38 Population Data taken from Baxter, Boone, Carroll, Madison, Marion, Newton and Searcy county entries 
in the Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and Culture. http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net (accessed 6 May 
2015).  
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