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Introduction: Extroverts, Thespians, Celibates?
“Are you aware that Claude Pepper is known all over Washington as a shameless EXTROVERT?

“Not only that, but this man is reliably reported to practice NEPOTISM with his sister-in-law, and he has a sister who was once a THESPIAN in wicked New York.

“Worst of all, it is an established fact that Mr. Pepper, before his marriage, habitually practiced CELIBACY.”

These infamous lines, reported as part of a stump speech made by George Smathers in his 1950 “Red Pepper” Democratic Primary campaign challenge to Sen. Claude Pepper of Florida, remain a classic example of southern political demagoguery. Smathers, once a protégé of Pepper's, successfully associated this Southern New Deal liberal with the triple threat of Communism, Civil Rights, and Big Labor, driving Pepper into the political wilderness for nearly a decade. Many historians argue that a liberal window of opportunity had opened in the South between 1945 and 1950, as a coalition of organized labor and recently enfranchised African-Americans sought to unseat the local "Dixiecrat" wing of the Democratic Party. In response, Southern conservatives mobilized anticommunism, dire warnings about the threat of a renewed organizing drive among southern workers, fears about the national Democratic Party’s tentative embrace of a civil rights program, and, not least, anxiety about black voter registration in the South (as Democrats), to defeat this nascent coalition. Historians of postwar southern politics rightly regard the defeat of Pepper in 1950 as a crucial moment in the crushing of a liberal alternative to anti-civil rights demagoguery in the Southern Democracy, along with the defeat of Frank Porter Graham in the North Carolina primary later that same year.

In this context, reference to the “extrovert…nepotism…thespian…celibacy” speech has always served to convey in shorthand Smathers’ skill at manipulating the supposedly ignorant “cracker” vote of rural “backwoods” and small-town Northwest Florida in order to turn this constituency against the New Dealer who had championed their cause in the Senate since 1936. As such, it fits comfortably within a particular narrative of Southern cold war politics: wave the Red flag, agitate the “Negro question”, denounce the CIO, and presto!—you could persuade white working-class and low-income voters to vote against their own interests.

There are two problems with this narrative of the 1950 “Red Pepper” campaign in Florida, however. The first is that George Smathers never made such a speech. Rather, it was a piece of journalistic doggerel, initially crafted as a joke, that entered mainstream political discourse—and then political mythology—and retained a peculiar sticking power, precisely because it fit so well with an emerging political, cultural, and even sexual narrative about civil rights, anticommunism, and southern politics. “At no time have I ever made such a statement,” Smathers indignantly informed William F. Buckley, who had quoted him in McCarthy and His Enemies several years later. “I was able to trace it to the vicinity of the Press Club. It is completely apocryphal,” he continued, asking Buckley to remove it from future editions of the book.
 Buckley responded by apologizing and agreeing to do so, although he presciently warned Smathers that he would “have a difficult time persuading the general public that you did not in fact make those remarks.” Historians too, apparently, remain unpersuaded: they too hew to a narrative that conveniently projects the ills of southern racism, anticommunism, and generally brainless conservatism onto the rural white poor.
 
The second, and deeper, problem with the “thespian” quote is that Pepper actually won many of the North and West Florida counties supposedly so ready to abandon him when confronted by the specter of Reds and Blacks. Of the 20 counties that went for Pepper across the state, 15 of them can be considered in this category. Rather than attributing Pepper's defeat to the manipulation of ignorant voters prone to anticommunist hysteria, I argue in this paper that Florida's growing business, white-collar, and middle-class communities—many of them made up of transplanted northerners and midwesterners--feared an emerging alliance of labor, African-Americans, and poor rural whites, and thus voted against Claude Pepper and his brand of southern New Deal liberalism. Pepper lost precisely because he mobilized the newly emergent coalition of organized labor and black voters, thus invoking the wrath of Florida's business elite and their new allies. It was this, not the "ignorant" vote of rural Floridians easily swayed by fears of communism that led to Pepper's downfall.

Let’s begin by examining the nature of Pepper’s secure bases of support among working-class and African-American voters.

Organized Labor

“Labor organized is hope of liberal cause in South. When we have liberal Southern Democracy we will have National Liberal Democratic party,” Pepper wrote optimistically in his diary after a addressing a joint labor council in Durham, NC in May 1948.
 Two years later, in attempting to meet Smathers’ challenge, he relied on widespread support from organized labor in Florida, and not just from the new industrial unions grouped in the interracial CIO, whose explicit goal was to build a “Negro-labor coalition” in the South.
 In the weeks leading up to the election, AFL unions, especially the railroad brotherhoods (hardly a bastion of interracialism), also tried to get out the vote for Pepper. H.L. Keller, of the Order of Railroad Telegraphers, wrote to members of his union who appeared to be wavering in their support of Pepper, reminding them that “he is not more of a communist than you are…he is not any more of a nigger lover than you are.”
 The Senator’s consistent opposition to Taft-Hartley, as well as his support of social security, public housing, national health insurance, and minimum wage laws, went a long way toward securing organized labor’s support.
 Meanwhile, the black Laundryworkers, Longshore, and Sleeping Car Porters’ AFL locals in Dade County worked closely with the Young Negro Democratic Club to get out the vote and “deliver [a] smashing defeat to Smathers.”
 In Jacksonville, a Joint Council of teamsters unions, representing both white and black locals, endorsed Pepper and pledged themselves to work for his re-election.
 From the Brotherhood of Railroad Trainmen—-certainly one of the most racist unions in the AFL—came the reassurance that “we are content to have any `ism’ even Communism itself, if it is governed by the principles that you have espoused and stood up for.”
 This is just a small sampling of the large of numbers of letters of support and endorsements in Florida’s labor press received by Pepper during the campaign.

The New Black Vote in Florida

In the years after the 1944 Smith v. Allwright decision outlawing the white primary, Florida witnessed a veritable revolution in black political participation, as the number of registered black voters multiplied sixfold between 1944 and 1954 (from 20,000 to 128,329), nearly all of them pouring into the once lily-white Democratic party. In 1944, over half of the state’s 67 counties had no registered black voters; by 1954, blacks went to the polls in sixty-four of 67 counties, and were now over 10% of the state’s total registered voters. As political scientist Hugh Price pointed out, a large portion of the increase (31,000 by one estimate) came between 1949 and 1950, especially during “the concerted drive for Negro votes made on behalf of Senator Pepper.”
 Thirty-two per cent of eligible Florida blacks were registered by 1952, the highest in the South, mostly as Democrats. Pepper’s 1950 campaign responded to this new political reality when it sought out black votes. When he canvassed the state in June 1949, CIO-PAC organizer George Weaver discovered “a general enthusiasm and, without exception, sentiment expressed in favor of Senator Pepper’s re-election” among Florida’s African Americans.
 

Despite Smathers’ persistent accusations of a CIO “invasion” of Florida to “purchase” black votes however, there was plenty of independent electoral activity in support of Pepper organized by the state’s African-Americans. Weaver also admitted that “in view of the low CIO membership in the state of Florida, the best method [the CIO] could follow to increase the Negro registration and vote would be by aiding the existing [black] organizations,” many of which were middle-class in nature. In June of 1949, Edward Davis, editor of the Tampa Bulletin wrote Pepper informing him that “Florida’s colored voters appreciate the statesmanship you have displayed and they are unanimous in their determination…to return you to Washington.” Davis and other black newspapermen in the state, with the help of Claude Barnett of the Associated Negro Press, sought to develop a voter registration drive on Pepper’s behalf.
 They were joined by local activist and national figure, Mary McLeod Bethune, who warned Pepper that Florida’s blacks felt that so far they had received little patronage from governor Fuller Warren, even though “Negroes held the balance of power in his election” in 1948.
 By August 1949, Edward Davis had met with Pepper and then convened a state-wide “Registration Campaign Steering Committee,” which appointed six congressional coordinators and agreed to reach out to the masses through the church by enlisting ministers in the campaign.
 The newly formed “Committee for Full Registration” worked closely with Harry T. Moore’s Progressive Voters’ League of Florida, which in alliance with the state NAACP had spearheaded black registration into the Democratic party since 1944. 

The same week that Smathers inaugurated his challenge to Pepper with an inflammatory speech in Orlando, in which he declared “you will not find in me an apologist for Stalin, nor an associate of fellow travellers, nor a sponsor of communist front organizations,” the Florida state Conference of the NAACP “called for an all-out drive for registration of Negro voters.” By March, the Florida Sentinel, the state’s leading black newspaper, reported that the registration campaign had made progress, spurred on by the high interest in the Smathers-Pepper race and the efforts of the CIO-PAC.
 As the CIO’s Philip Weightman reported from Miami, “the enthusiasm among Negroes for the re-election of Pepper is very high,” although he expressed some frustration there and in Jacksonville with “professional Negroes” who remained ambivalent about Pepper—doctors and insurance brokers in particular, who proved uneasy about national health insurance. Weightman also worried that “there are a number of Negroes in every county who are loyal to some white person.”
 Black organizers recognized that Pepper had often backpedaled on civil rights issues when confronted by his white constituents, but when the PVL met in April, they “denounced as traitors to the race” those blacks who had “hired themselves out to the Smathers faction.”
 
Red Pepper

As the Smathers campaign began to pose a credible threat to Pepper, Florida National Democratic Committeeman Jerry Carter wrote to Jack Kroll of the CIO to “send out the alarm…that the enemies of the New Deal and the Fair Deal are making their most decisive efforts to capture Florida and make it a closed shop for the reactionaries.” Carter did not harp on Pepper’s vulnerability because of his attraction to black voters, his labor support, or his foreign policy positions. Instead, he observed the nature of Smathers’ support among the “high financiers of Miami”, the “associated industries of Florida,” and the National Association of Manufacturers, all of which had raised scads of money for Pepper’s challenger. “If labor and his other friends are not aroused to this present danger,” Carter wrote in another letter to CIO-PAC southern director Daniel Powell, “the New Deal and Fair Deal are going to lose one of its most powerful advocates.”

In January, 1950, NAACP field secretary E. Frederic Morrow traveled to the Sunshine State to assess the voter registration drive spearheaded in the state by the NAACP. Much to his dismay, he discovered that “the work of the NAACP was at a low ebb at this period.” In Jacksonville he found that the branch “was to all intents and purposes dead,” beset by factional conflicts and unable to muster much influence in the registration campaign. Happily, Morrow discovered that the labor movement had filled the vacuum. ‘Any cold and objective analysis” of the registration project in Florida, he noted, “must indicate and admit that the CIO and its efficient representatives did the best and the most effective job in the matter of organization and increasing the registration of Negroes.” Morrow singled out CIO organizer Philip Weightman, a stalwart of the Packinghouse workers, as instrumental in the campaign. In a mere three weeks after Weightman’s arrival, Morrow claimed, African American registration in Jacksonville had jumped from ten to thirteen thousand, and reached 25,000 by primary day in May. “What happened in Jacksonville,” Morrow said, “was repeated in nearly every principal city” in Florida. 

Yet, in the end, Morrow felt that the campaign had been sabotaged by “Quislings in the negro ranks,” most prominently Dr. Ira Davis of Miami, who released a confidential statement in the final week of the campaign detailing the CIO’s conspiracy to “take over” the state. This provided incomparable ammunition to Smathers in the eleventh hour of the campaign .The support Pepper received from the CIO-PAC played right into Smathers’ hands, for it allowed the challenger to cloak his business backing in the rhetoric of anti-communism, states’ rights, and Americanism. 
Especially useful to Smathers was the presence of black CIO organizers like Weightman and Weaver, who traveled to Florida to canvass the black and labor vote on Pepper’s behalf, and to conduct a voter registration campaign among both groups.
 This provided Smathers with the opportunity to raise the specter of “a deliberate conspiracy, hatched by labor overlords in Washington.” “Working with them,” Smathers continued in one speech, “and lending their evil, unsavory arts are Communist agitators fresh from the propaganda schools of Union Square; Negro organizers who have learned how easy it is to inflame the hates and prejudices of their own race…a mixed mob of political saboteurs which has invaded Florida.” Despite his own New Jersey origins, Smathers sought to appeal to long-standing sectional resentments by reminding Florida voters that “Eighty-five years ago a similar carpet-bagger invasion overran this land of ours.” Once again, he charged, Florida faced the threat of political outsiders who sought to “corrupt the Negro vote.” It gets worse. Smathers accused organized labor of arousing the “primitive emotions” of black voters by “cunning appeals to their passions and prejudices.” He concluded by asking his audience if they “liked the idea of Florida elections being controlled through the Negro vote, by labor bosses and communist sympathizers in New York, and Pittsburgh, and Washington and Detroit.”
 One week prior to the May 2 election, Smathers publicly released correspondence between George Weaver and Jack Kroll, illustrating the CIO’s nefarious plans to subvert the state, which he had acquired from Ira Davis.
 
I could easily go on—there are many other Smathers speeches along these lines—but I think you get the idea: Carpetbaggers, CIO, “pinks, fellow travelers, and communists”, unqualified black voters. It must have proved a compelling set of associations for Florida’s conservative white voters in the Panhandle and rural sections of the state, ignorant, afraid of integration and black political power, anxious about outsiders, looking for a Red behind every tree….or did it? Certainly in Morrow’s view, such associations played well with the “unlettered and prejudiced farmers and backwoodsmen” who feared “that the Reds, Negroes and `nigger-lovers’ had…invaded the South.” He concluded that “Smathers won because his doctrine of complete annihilation of the Negro found favor in the back-woods and among the poor whites of Florida.”
 But this assessment is not really borne out by the election results.  To his credit, Morrow recognized that “liberal candidates in the South…still have a difficult time winning over big business and the general reactionary attitude that prevails in most areas,” not just the backwoods. As political scientist Hugh price observed a few years later, Smathers’ victory “probably rested at least as much on economic conservatism as on white supremacy sentiment in North Florida.”(p. 63)

The Outcome

Demagogic appeals aside, in fact Smathers ran on a straight conservative platform—supporting the Taft-Hartley act, for example, and opposing civil rights legislation and national health insurance—but he hailed from relatively liberal and highly urbanized Dade County (Miami), at the southern tip of the state. In Dade, Pepper squeaked by with a margin of less than 1000 votes out of 130,000 cast. He won handily those precincts with large numbers of black, Jewish, or labor voters, though the Smathers campaign claimed that their candidate made inroads with voters in the latter category, who did not provide Pepper with as large a majority as expected.
 One Pepper supporter surmised during the campaign, perhaps “the negro question has driven away a large percentage of the poorer white vote” in the county.  Smathers’ greatest strength, however, was in precincts that were “predominantly professional and business groups by very large majorities.”

The urban county at the other end of the State, Duval (Jacksonville), retained a far more “southern” character than Miami, and presumably was more susceptible to a segregationist appeal. Pepper lost Duval by a whopping 9,600 votes, and it does appear that he ran poorly in white working-class districts. On the other hand, Pepper actually won 21,000 more votes in Duval than he had when he ran in 1944, which represented a gain of nine and a half percentage points over his 1944 showing. This probably reflected the large numbers of new black voters, over 23,000 by one count, who had been barred from the Democratic primary in that previous election.

Most striking, however, is the voting patterns in the “cracker counties” of North and West Florida, the areas of the state presumed to be most susceptible to Smathers’ appeals on the questions of racial integration, organized labor, state sovereignty, and the red menace. Even before Smathers announced his candidacy, his advance men had proposed that in this section of the state the “use of States’ Rights, Civil Rights, Communism” would be an effective tool to use against Pepper. From a state representative from Lee County came the advice to “hang Russia and the nigger around Pepper’s neck” in order to win Lee and the surrounding counties.
 Claude Barnett, of the ANP, had warned Pepper back in 1949 that his growing opposition “includes many poor whites whose prejudices have been inflamed until they don’t realize that the best interests of the poor whites and the Negroes lie together.”
 Some local sentiment did indeed appear to be swayed. One long-time supporter wrote from Walton Co. in the Panhandle (a county which Pepper lost by a mere 21 votes) that “the fly in the Pepper ointment this year is the rumors that are going around about the Negro question,” and expressed his own fear that Pepper supported integration and intermarriage.
 

In the days and weeks after Pepper’s defeat, many of the post-mortem letters he received from bitterly disappointed supporters echoed Frederic Morrow’s belief that this strategy had been effective. “It is our persistent opinion down here,” wrote a CIO-PAC activist in the week after the election, “that the race issue was almost solely responsible for his defeat.”
 Other frustrated Pepper supporters from liberal South Florida were convinced that in “the counties carried by Smathers the people were generally the illiterate, people who believed all they are told that is bad.”
 Another Miami resident wrote, “Unfortunately, the southerners…are kept in ignorance and their prejudices are easily aroused.”
 A self-professed “Florida cracker” who had relocated to South Florida informed the defeated Senator that “your loyalty to the President and his program involving the Negro question caused these upstate crackers to allow the smear campaign…to over come there natural way of thinking.”
 And a Miami woman explained “how it happened that a liberal like Senator Pepper was defeated for re-election here in Florida…:Tons and tons of barbecued ribs….yes, many of these Florida crackers would stab their own mother in the back for a mess of pork ribs” since they are “too poor and lazy to buy and prepare their own.”

In fact, however, a close examination of the returns suggests quite the opposite. Pork ribs or not, Pepper actually maintained his hold on many of the “cracker counties” (New Deal price supports for peanuts were more significant than barbecue).  As political scientist Hugh Price later observed, Pepper’s “greatest loss of strength” was not in “the racially sensitive” counties of Northwest Florida, but in the increasingly economically conservative urban areas of Central Florida and the East Coast.
 As a loyal son of the rural northwest region of the state, Pepper had always played to and secured a populist constituency based on hostility to the more developed, urbanized, and tourist-oriented sections of Florida. As democratic political operative W. R. Fokes wrote to UF political scientist William Carleton during Pepper’s successful 1944 campaign six years before, “many people whom I know to be quite intelligent and successful businessmen…fear a negro uprising on every corner.” But Pepper could still count on the “wool hats grass root” votes; letters written to Fokes in pencil, he claimed, were favorable to the liberal candidate.
   “Pepper is pretty much in a class by himself,” the Sumter County Times, editorialized when the 1950 campaign opened, “and the boys in overalls are pretty much his boys, and an overall vote counts just as much as the ballot of a duPont,” the economic interests backing Smathers. The Suwanee Democrat, of Live Oak, warned in a March editorial defending Pepper, “we here in the Suwanee River Valley believes [sic] that real living surpasses the mad rush for quick wealth and fancy living that seems to imbue the Gold Coasters down Miami way.”
 A supporter from Perry, Pepper’s hometown, assured him that in Taylor County “the big money interests will be aligned against you but that never hurts one in politics in this county.”
 (Nor did it; he won 61% of the vote in Taylor). John Pilcher, of Bay County, similarly counseled Pepper that in the area around Panama City “the only segment of people here…that are against you are the big boys, the `upper crust’ of the white collar crowd” and that “the common people, the farmers, and the working boys” offered him solid support.
 Pepper won 62% of the vote in Bay County. 

Pepper’s constituency in this region of the state had to weigh their considerable anxieties about civil rights and “communism” against their hostility to the southern half of the state, with which they continued to identify Smathers, despite his Dixie rhetoric. “The people are not going to elect a man from South Florida,” a Pepper partisan from Santa Rosa county, near Alabama, proclaimed. This same correspondent later reported on a local Smathers speech in which the candidate stated his opposition to farm quotas, declaring himself in favor of letting “every body grow what and how much they pleased.” Needless to say, this piece of “free enterprise” pandering “didn’t go over at all” in Santa Rosa.
 As political scientist Herbert Doherty observed of Florida’s panhandle politics, “Agricultural measures favored by the Populists and later the Democrats, and carried to fruition under the New Deal, have most markedly aided this area of the state.” Populist sentiments often won out. In fact, if anyone benefited from the distribution of pork, it was Pepper, well known for his liberal patronage in his home districts of northwest Florida. During the campaign, a number of newspapers alluded to his “secret weapon” of 50,000 letters acknowledging political favors.
 

Pepper benefited from personal loyalty derived from New Deal economic populism and its attendant patronage. But he also assuaged his white constituency’s genuine anxieties about the “Negro question”, so ably stirred up by his opponent. Smathers did not hesitate to race bait when he visited Pepper’s home territory and spoke before white rural audiences. From Calhoun County in the Panhandle, ardent Pepper man Judge E.E. Callaway reported that the challenger “joined the intellectual sewer-rats of John Rankin and Theodore Bilbo” when he charged Pepper with encouraging “a Federal law forcing intermarriages” and pledged to uphold the filibuster to protect the South against civil rights legislation. Elsewhere in West Florida Smathers was quoted as saying “If they can pass the FEPC [Fair Employment Practices Committee] which tells you who you must work without regard to race, creed or color, it is a logical step for them to be telling you whom your daughter can marry without regard to race, creed or color.”
 Indeed, opposition to resuscitation of the wartime FEPC melded fears of racial integration with hostility to government intercession in the workplace, and potentially served as one of Smathers’ most devastating weapons.  
              Faced with this threat, Pepper reassured white voters that when it came to civil rights, he was really one of them. The Courts have “ordered equal rights, equal privileges and equal opportunities to all American citizens,” Pepper admitted in one speech. Nevertheless, he reminded his audience, “that equality does not mean, or even imply, an assimilation of races, a forced exchange of social intercourse, or a forced fraternization.”
 In the midst of Smathers’ efforts to portray him as a supporter of Civil Rights, Pepper’s campaign drafted a “Dear Friend” letter outlining his position for concerned white voters. “I don’t believe in abolishing segregation,” the letter stated forthrightly. Pepper also insisted that he had voted against the postwar, permanent, FEPC, and reminded white voters that he had opposed antidiscrimination legislation in housing and education. He did claim to believe “our negro citizens are entitled to respect and to their rights under the constitution and the laws of the land, and to be accorded in a fair way the benefits of health, housing and educational facilities.” Pepper’s exceedingly moderate position on civil rights, even in 1950, was to support the ideal of “equal opportunity” but leave to the states the question of “social relations” between the races. He rejected as “scare tactics” the notion that the Truman administration sought to abolish segregation in “public schools, hotels, restaurants, and swimming pools.”

 Furthermore, as one study suggested, the strength of Pepper’s showing in counties that remained loyal could be correlated with the absence of a black vote; i.e., these tended to be districts with small black populations or where white Democrats had succeeded in checking the African American voter registration drive.
 Nevertheless, the same study showed that Smathers ran particularly strong not in the “backwoods” counties where he made a racial appeal to white voters, but in those counties with a high per capita income and a high percentage of Republican votes in the 1948 Presidential campaign—Republican votes cast for Dewey, not Dixiecrat ones cast for Strom Thurmond’s States’ Rights Party.  
Indeed, in the rapidly growing central and southern counties of the state Smathers clearly benefitted from what we might today call the “Limbaugh Effect” in a hotly contested Democratic primary. “Well—Orange County certainly went Republican in the May [Democratic] primaries,” wrote an upset supporter from central Florida. This was not just an ironic figure of speech; more than a few political observers in Florida believed that in an effort to sink Pepper, many Republicans had in fact re-registered as Democrats in order to vote for Smathers in the May primary. “I’ll tell you who it was that beat you Senator,” wrote another angry Pepper enthusiast. “It was the Republicans about 22000 of them in Pinellas and Orange Counties alone that ordinarily would not vote in a democratic primary, voted solidly against you.”
 The Miami Labor Citizen derided the “cake-eating Republicans…, habitants of Coral Gables, who deserted their Canasta tables to register as democrats and `beat that man Pepper’.”
 Local correspondents warned the Pepper campaign that in Palm Beach County, while blacks and labor were registering in large numbers, it still was “pretty hard fighting down here because we have so many Republicans who participate in the Democratic primary….It is common knowledge that the Republicans are infiltrating the Democratic ranks. This is quite evident by the change of registrations here in PBC alone.”
 The population of Palm Beach county had increased by 54% since 1940; Pepper lost the county to Smathers by nearly 7000 votes (nearly three times the margin of his 1944 defeat there), garnering only 37.7% of the total. While in 1950 Florida remained a charter member of the “Solid South,” with an anemic Republican party, Hugh Price’s 1957 study of Florida racial politics found that in the ten years after 1946, white Republican registration in the state had multiplied more than five-fold, to 150,000. But as he noted, for the time being this was due primarily to in-migration to southern Florida of northern Republicans, rather than flight from the Democrats on the part of Florida “crackers.”(p. 88)
A New Conservatism
As Florida political scientist, die-hard southern liberal, and Pepper confidante and friend William G. Carleton predicted in an article in The Nation in February 1950, “Pepper’s defeat would spur the Dixiecrats and those favoring an electoral alliance of Northern and Southern conservatives.”
 While Carleton’s forecast surely proved accurate, it would be a mistake to conclude that this was due entirely to the volatility of the racial issue, or the ability of Smathers to weld anticommunism to the fears of segregationists. Rather, Smathers benefited from the fact, observed by Carleton, that “Florida is essentially a middle-class state,” and the weight of Smathers’ victory came in the growing urban counties where this was increasingly the case. As Carleton had predicted, Pepper retained “the almost undivided backing” of the labor movement—the integrated CIO, the segregated AFL, and the exclusionary Railroad Brotherhoods alike. Not surprisingly, given the tenor of Smathers’ campaign, Pepper won an overwhelming majority of newly mobilized black votes—10:1 in some urban precincts in Jacksonville and Miami, for example. More interesting, however, he also retained the loyalty of much of his rural cracker constituency, whose dependence on price supports made them suspicious of Smathers’ attacks on the “welfare state.” But none of this could begin to overcome the huge majorities rolled up by Smathers in the growing “middle-class” and white collar sections of the state, where more affluent voters turned out in greater numbers, apparently sometimes crossing over from Republican primaries to vote in Smathers’ column.
Carleton was not the only political scientist at the time to observe a new dimension of southern politics in the making in the Sunshine State. Conservatism began to take a new shape a decade or more prior to the mass defections from the Democratic party that would be the legacy of the civil rights movement and the boldness of LBJ’s legislative program. In an astute survey of the U.S. political scene written just prior to the 1952 presidential contest, The Future of American Politics, Samuel Lubell pointed to three elements of the “conservative revolution” in the postwar South: the failure of labor’s southern organizing drive, the growth of a new urban middle class, and the expansion of black voting rights.
 The defeat of Pepper and Frank Porter Graham of North Carolina in the 1950 Democratic Senate primaries stood as harbingers of a coming storm, the “first trial runs of a Republican-Southern political alliance,” Lubell contended. Conceding that “the racial emotions of `poor whites’” had been “readily inflamed” by Graham’s opponent, Lubell nevertheless saw as more significant the “revelation that the cry of `Nigger’ could inflame even the well-educated, well-to-do middle class.”(108) But this trend was not entirely based on race; the new middle class hoped to spur economic growth and attract industry to the south. With the collapse of Operation Dixie, “instead of a militant labor movement,” Lubell concluded, in the postwar south “the first fruits of increasing industrialism have been a rising urban middle class, which is virtually republican in political sympathies.”(112) In particular, hostility to the FEPC joined old school Democrats’ racial animosities to the new conservatives’ hostility to government meddling in the labor market and workplace(120), and the attack on the FEPC had indeed proved one of the most effective arrows in Smathers’ quiver.  
Herbert Doherty concurred, concluding in his own 1952 examination of Florida politics that “counties giving the most consistently conservative vote…are also the counties where northern immigration is the heaviest.”
 Florida’s new urban middle class, not the Dixiecrats, catapulted Smathers to victory over Claude Pepper in 1950, and set in motion long-term political realignment. Close to half of Smathers’ overwhelming margin of 60,000 votes came from the rapidly growing central and southern counties of Orange, Palm Beach, and Broward, some of the most urban and “modern” sections of the state, the quintessential embryos of what would later come to be called the “Sunbelt.” Together, the population of these three counties had increased by 66% in the decade after 1940.  In Orange County, one of the wealthiest, least rural, and most “Republican” (measured by 1948 votes for Dewey) counties in the state,
 Smathers won 68% of the vote, defeating Pepper by over 10,000 votes. Pepper had won the county 54-46 per cent six years before, but this time around he increased his vote total by only 2000 votes, while his opponent gained 14,500 in a vastly expanded population. Orange County’s largest city, Orlando, where Smathers inaugurated his campaign, was described in 1950 as “the financial, retail and transportation center for all of Central Florida.”
 In the three years prior to the Smathers-Pepper contest, spurred by in-migration from the North the population of Orlando had ballooned from 36,000 to 52,000, to make it Florida’s largest inland city; by then the population of Orange County had expanded to 115,000. 
In Orlando, “business life is built around the sale and shipment of citrus and winter vegetables,” reported the 1947 book How to Retire to Florida, “although dairy and poultry farms, sawmills, naval stores, plants and nurseries speak for the city’s diversification. Orlando has attracted an enthusiastic population of retired northerners,” this piece of boosterism concluded.
  Indeed, the 1945 state census shows that nearly one-third of Orange county’s white residents were born outside the South, and we can assume that this proportion was even higher for those of voting age and that between 1945 and 1950 the proportion of in-migrants increased considerably, as the county grew.
 In 1945, even higher proportions of non-southern white residents were evident in the other counties that helped give Smathers a wide margin over Pepper: 50% in Broward county and 43% in Palm Beach (see Table 1 and Map 1). 
By way of contrast, Bay county, a relatively large panhandle county of over 40,000 people won handily by Pepper in 1950 with 62.2% of the vote, had only 15% of its white population born outside the South in 1945. Moreover, Bay had only 16,465 white residents in 1940, but five years later there were 36,264 whites living there, presumably drawn from the city’s hinterland in Florida, Alabama, and Georgia
 by the burgeoning wartime industries that grew up around Panama City. A Florida panhandle town of 13,000, Panama City had swelled to 40,000 during the war years, and by 1943 the number of workers in a single shipyard alone there nearly equaled the city's entire prewar population. 
Table 1  Non-Southern Population and Smathers’ Votes

County   1945 white      % non-South
          1950 pop.        Smathers               Margin


	Orange
	64,710
	32%
	    114,950
	67.8%
	11,118

	Broward
	34,691
	50%
	      83,933
	72.7%
	  8,227

	Palm Beach
	62,621
	43%
	   114,688
	62.3%
	  6,755

	Bay
	36,264
	15%
	     42,689
	37.8%
	 -2,178

	
	
	
	
	
	


These figures suggested an incipient conservative Republicanism in the state’s growing urban enclaves. As Samuel Lubell pointed out, all ten Florida counties won by Republican Thomas Dewey in the 1948 Presidential election had gone to Smathers in May 1950, as did all 12 Dewey precincts in Jacksonville, all 14 in Tampa, and 20 of 22 in Miami.  Meanwhile, in the Panhandle, the “heavy economic appeal of the Democratic party” withstood the intense anger at Truman’s civil rights plank in 1948, since the President—not Dixiecrat Strom Thurmond—still carried every county West of the Suwanee River. It is true that in contrast to Thurmond eighteen months before, Smathers made deep inroads into this corner of the state, winning 8 of 21 counties in May 1950.
 

Map 1  Votes for Smathers and Pepper in May 1950
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Yet one should not exaggerate the significance of this; the total plurality for Smathers in those eight under-populated rural counties was under 5000 votes, less than half his margin of victory in Orange County alone. Pepper’s problem was not cracker backlash, but the fact that the balance of power in the state had begun to shift from the rural black belt counties of North Florida to the burgeoning suburban communities that would anchor Florida’s sunbelt in the decades to come. 
This is not to deny the powerful appeal of the anxieties Smathers stirred up about the black vote, the FEPC, and “social equality”, or his ability to link these elements to the Red Scare. Rather, it is to suggest that in the 1950 Florida primary, at least, we need to reconsider who responded to this appeal with the most alacrity. Was it the supposedly ignorant white tenant farmer, backwoodsman, small-town resident, AFL member, or common laborer living in rural counties of the panhandle or working in a Panama City shipyard or paper mill? Or rather, did this election mark the emergence of a powerful new coalition, directed from above, of what William Carleton identified as “conservative Democrats increasingly willing to cooperate with Republicans and on the way to ultimately becoming Republicans.”
 This represented a coalition that would eventually form the core of Sunbelt republicanism, with Cold War anticommunism, states’ rights, and the opposition to “welfarism” and the “jail state”, in Smathers’ words, as its opening wedge. 

The Birth of a Southern Strategy: From Smathers to Wallace
In the midst of his work as a special assistant to Richard Nixon’s 1968 presidential campaign, Kevin Phillips collected data on regional voting patterns in order to document what he dubbed “the emerging Republican majority.” In addition to coining the clever neologism “Sun Belt,” Phillips has ever since been lauded for his extraordinary powers of prognostication. Published shortly after Nixon’s electoral triumph, Phillips’ book accurately predicted a massive political shift that would bring the rapidly growing states of the southwest into Republican alignment with both the former bastions of the “Solid South” in the old plantation belt and disillusioned ethnic stalwarts of the Democratic Party in the nation’s declining urban areas. A potent synergy of continental demography, suburbanization, and racial reaction, Phillips foresaw, would write the epitaph for the New Deal coalition that had dominated the nation’s politics for the previous three decades.

The Emerging Republican Majority remains widely regarded as the Bible of the Republican Party’s “southern strategy,” designed to capitalize on reaction against the civil rights gains of the 1960s. The “sons and daughters of northern immigrants,” Phillips claimed, were reacting to “Negro political influence” that had advanced “social legislation and programs” they found “anathema.”  Middle-class whites relocating to the suburbs, whether in Detroit or Atlanta, sought to escape the growing racial polarization of the inner city. And without question, Deep South re-alignment closely tracked the enfranchisement of African Americans. George Wallace’s campaign in particular served as a “waystation” for southern white Democrats who, Phillips predicted, would shortly make their way into Republican ranks. 
  But many recent analyses of political realignment emphasize Phillips’ other crucial observation.
  Of the several factors impelling the collapse of the New Deal coalition after 1968, and the succession of a “new political cycle”, Phillips posited “the post-1945 migration of many white Americans (including many of the traditionally Democratic white ethnic groups) to suburbia and to the Sun Belt states of Florida, Texas, Arizona and California.”

Indeed, Florida offers an excellent illustration of how the politics of migratory “suburban warriors” and those of defecting Dixiecrats might effectively join forces. Smathers’ defeat of Pepper in 1950 actually marked the ascent of the former; Wallace’s 1972 triumph in Florida’s Democratic primary finalized the defection of the latter from the lingering attraction to New Deal liberalism that had once kept them in Pepper’s camp, and the full triumph of the resulting “sunbelt synthesis” came with the election of Jeb Bush as governor in 2000. Wallace rode the issues of school busing and crime (although unlike today’s “populists” he also vowed to tax the very rich) to secure a whopping 42% of the 1972 primary vote in Florida, far outdistancing all the other Democrats. The New York Times noted that Wallace watched the returns in Orlando, “the center of right wing Democrats and Republicans in Florida.”
 Wallace himself concluded that if the Democratic leadership wanted the “party to win” they should listen to “the people of Florida, who come from all over the United States.”
 

Back in 1950, William Carleton’s—and Pepper’s--hope for a renewed southern liberalism rested on the faith that “an industrial liberalism is now striking roots in the South” and that this force, supplemented by newly enfranchised black voters, could make common cause with the old “agrarian liberalism” represented by Pepper’s Populist constituency. However, Pepper’s defeat marked a different cleavage inside the Democratic party, one that would eventually insure that “conservative Democrats and Dixiecrats who fail to hold or win the Democratic organization in their states will go over to the Republican party,” in Carleton’s prescient words.
 “A conservative party actually exists today among the voters of Florida,” Carleton concluded ruefully, in an article published in The Journal of Politics a year after the Red Pepper debacle. “Had Pepper won Florida,” he mused, “many Conservative Democrats…would have joined the Republicans.” Though this sea change in southern politics remained a decade or more in the future, Carleton was right to recognize Smathers’ victory as a harbinger of the sectional politics of our own day.
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