Article #4: THE FREE SILVER REVOLT


The avenging consequences of the Silver Purchase Act moved so rapidly that when John Griffin Carlisle took office as Secretary of the Treasury in 1893 the gold reserve had fallen to $100,982,410-only $982,410 above the limit indicated by the Act of 1882--and the public credit was shaken by the fact that it was an open question whether the government obligation to pay a dollar was worth so much or only one half so much. The latter interpretation, indeed, seemed impending. The new Secretary's first step was to adopt the makeshift expedient of his predecessors. He appealed to the banks for gold and, backed up by patriotic exhortation from the press, he did obtain almost twenty-five millions in gold in exchange for notes. But as even more notes drawing out the gold were presented for redemption, the Secretary's efforts were no more successful than carrying water in a sieve. 


Of the notes presented for redemption during March and April nearly one-half were treasury notes of 1890, which by law the Secretary might redeem "in gold or silver coin at his discretion." The public was now alarmed by a rumor that Secretary Carlisle, who while in Congress had voted for free silver, would resort to silver payments on this class of notes, and regarded his statements as being noncommittal on the point. Popular alarm was to some extent dispelled by a statement from President Cleveland, on the 23d of April, declaring flatly and unmistakably that redemption in gold would be maintained. But the financial situation throughout the country was such that nothing could stave off the impending panic. Failures were increasing in number, some large firms broke under the strain, and the final stroke came on the 5th of May when the National Cordage Company went into bankruptcy. As often happens in the history of panics, the event was trivial in comparison with the consequences. This company was of a type that is the reproach of American jurisprudence--the marauding corporation. In the very month in which it failed it declared a large cash dividend. Its stock, which had sold at 147 in January, fell in May to below ten dollars a share. Though the Philadelphia and Reading Railway Company, which failed in February, had a capital of $40,000,000 and a debt of more than $125,000,000, yet the market did not break completely under that strain. The National Cordage had a capital of $20,000,000 and liabilities of only $10,000,000 but its collapse brought down with it the whole structure of credit. A general movement of liquidation set in, which throughout the West was so violent as to threaten general bankruptcy. Nearly all of the national bank failures were in the West and South, and still more extensive was the wreck of state banks and private banks. It had been the practice of country banks, while firmly maintaining local rates, to keep the bulk of their resources on deposit with city banks at two per cent. This practice now proved to be a fatal entanglement to many institutions. There were instances in which country banks were forced to suspend, though cash resources were actually on the way to them from depository centers. 1 

Even worse than the effect of these numerous failures on the business situation was the derangement which occurred in the currency supply. The circulating medium was almost wholly composed of bank notes, treasury notes, and treasury certificates issued against gold and silver in the Treasury, coin being little in use except as fractional currency. Bank notes were essentially treasury certificates issued upon deposits of government bonds. In effect, the circulating medium was composed of government securities reduced to handy bits. Usually a bank panic tends to bring note issues into rapid circulation for what they will fetch, but in this new situation people preferred to impound the notes, which they knew to be good whatever happened so long as the Government held out. Private hoarding became so general that currency tended to disappear. Between September 30,1892, and October 31, 1893, the amount of deposits in the national banks shrank over $496,000,000. Trade was reduced to making use of the methods of primitive barter, though the emergency was met to some extent by the use of checks and clearinghouse certificates. In many New England manufacturing towns, for example, checks for use in trade were drawn in denominations from one dollar up to twenty. In some cases corporations paid off their employees in checks drawn on their own treasurers which served as local currency. In some Southern cities clearing-house certificates in small denominations were issued for general circulation --in Birmingham, Alabama, for sums as small as twenty-five cents. It is worth noting that a premium was paid as readily for notes as for gold; indeed, the New York Financial Chronicle reported that the premium on currency was from two to three per cent, while the premium on gold was only one and one half per cent. Before the panic had ended, the extraordinary spectacle was presented of gold coins serving as a medium of trade because treasury notes and bank notes were still hoarded. These peculiarities of the situation had a deep effect upon the popular attitude towards the measures recommended by the Administration. 


While this devastating panic was raging over all the country, President Cleveland was beset by troubles that were both public and personal. He was under heavy pressure from the office seekers. They came singly or in groups and under the escort of Congressmen, some of whom performed such service several times a day. The situation became so intolerable that on the 8th of May President Cleveland issued an executive order setting forth that "a due regard for public duty, which must be neglected if present conditions continue, and an observance of the limitations placed upon human endurance, oblige me to decline, from and after this date, all personal interviews with those seeking office." 


According to the Washington papers, this sensible decision was received with a tremendous outburst of indignation. The President was denounced for shutting his doors upon the people who had elected him, and he was especially severely criticized for the closing sentence of his order stating that "applicants for office will only prejudice their prospects by repeated importunity and by remaining at Washington to await results." This order was branded as an arbitrary exercise of power compelling free American citizens to choose exile or punishment, and was featured in the newspapers all over the country. The hubbub became sufficient to extract from Cleveland's private secretary an explanatory statement pointing out that in the President's day a regular allotment of time was made for congressional and business callers other than the office seekers, for whom a personal interview was of no value since the details of their cases could not be remembered. "What was said in behalf of one man was driven out of mind by the remarks of the next man in line," whereas testimonials sent through the mails went on file and received due consideration. "So many hours a day having been given up to the reception of visitors, it has been necessary, in order to keep up with the current work, for the President to keep at his desk from early in the morning into the small hours of the next morning. Now that may do for a week or for a month, but there is a limit to human physical endurance, and it has about been reached." 


Such were the distracting conditions under which President Cleveland had to deal with the tremendous difficulties of national import which beset him. There were allusions in his inaugural address which showed how keenly he felt the weight of his many responsibilities, and there is a touch of pathos in his remark that he took "much comfort in remembering that my countrymen are just and generous, and in the assurance that they will not condemn those who by sincere devotion to their service deserve their forbearance and approval." This hope of Cleveland's was eventually justified but not until after his public career had ended; meanwhile he had to undergo a storm of censure so blasting that it was more like a volcanic rain of fire and lava than any ordinary tempest, however violent.


On the 30th of June President Cleveland called an extra session of Congress for the 7th of August "to the end that the people may be relieved through legislation from present and impending danger and distress." In recent years the fact has come to light that his health was at that time in a condition so precarious that it would have caused wild excitement had the truth become known, for only his life stood in the way of a free silver President. On the same day on which he issued his call for the extra session, President Cleveland left for New York ostensibly for a yachting trip, but while the yacht was steaming slowly up the East River, he was in the hands of surgeons who removed the entire left upper jaw. On the 5th of July they performed another operation in the same region for the removal of any tissues which might possibly have been infected. These operations were so completely successful that the President was fitted with an artificial jaw of vulcanized rubber which enabled him to speak without any impairment of the strength and clearness of his voice. 1 Immediately after this severe trial, which he bore with calm fortitude, Cleveland had to battle with the raging silver faction, strong in its legislative position through its control of the Senate.


When Congress met, the only legislation which the President had to propose was the repeal of the Silver Purchase Act, although he remarked that "tariff reform has lost nothing of its immediate and permanent importance and must in the near future engage the attention of Congress." It was a natural inference, therefore, that the Administration had no financial policy beyond putting a stop to treasury purchases of silver, and there was a vehement outcry against an action which seemed to strike against the only visible source of additional currency. President Cleveland was even denounced as a tool of Wall Street, and the panic was declared to be the result of a plot of British and American bankers against silver.


Nevertheless, on the 28th of August, the House passed a repeal bill by a vote of 240 to 110. There was a long and violent struggle in the Senate, where such representative anomalies existed that Nevada with a population of 45,761 had the same voting power as New York with 5,997,853. Hence at first it looked as if the passage of a repeal bill might be impossible. Finally the habit of compromise prevailed and a majority agreement was reached postponing the date of repeal for twelve or eighteen months during which the treasury stock of silver bullion was to be turned into coin. Cleveland made it known that he would not consent to such an arrangement, and the issue was thereafter narrowed to that of unconditional repeal of the Silver Purchase Act. The Senators from the silver mining States carried on an obstinate filibuster and refused to allow the question to come to a vote, until their arrogance was gradually toned down by the discovery that the liberty to dump silver on the Treasury had become a precarious mining asset. The law provided for the purchase of 4,500,000 ounces a month, "or, so much thereof as may be offered at the market price." Secretary Carlisle found that offers were frequently higher in price than New York and London quotations, and by rejecting them he made a considerable reduction in the amount purchased. Moreover, the silver ranks began to divide on the question of policy. The Democratic silver Senators wished to enlarge the circulating medium by increasing the amount of coinage, and they did not feel the same interest in the mere stacking of bullion in the Treasury that possessed the mining camp Senators on the Republican side. When these two elements separated on the question of policy the representatives of the mining interests recognized the hopelessness of preventing a vote upon the proposed repeal of the silver purchase act. On the 30th of October the Senate passed the repeal with no essential difference from the House bill, and the bill became law on November 1, 1893. 


But although the repeal bill stopped the silver drain upon the Treasury, it did not relieve the empty condition to which the Treasury had been reduced. It was manifest that, if the gold standard was to be maintained, the Treasury stock of gold would have to be replenished. The Specie Resumption Act of 1875 authorized the sale of bonds "to prepare and provide for" redemption of notes in coin, but the only classes of bonds which it authorized were those at four per cent payable after thirty years, four and a half per cent payable after fifteen years, and five per cent payable after ten years from date. For many years the Government had been able to borrow at lower rates but had in vain besought Congress to grant the necessary authority. The Government now appealed once more to Congress for authority to issue bonds at a lower rate of interest. Carlisle, the Secretary of the Treasury, addressed a letter to the Senate committee of finance, setting forth the great saving that would be thus effected. Then ensued what must be acknowledged to be a breakdown in constitutional government. Immediately after a committee meeting on January 16, 1894, the Chairman, Senator Voorhees, issued a public statement in which he said that "it would be trifling with a very grave affair to pretend that new legislation concerning the issue of bonds can be accomplished at this time, and in the midst of present elements and parties in public life, with elaborate, extensive, and practically indefinite debate." Therefore, he held that "it will be wiser, safer and better for the financial and business interests of the country to rely upon existing law." This plainly amounted to a public confession that Congress was so organized as to be incapable of providing for the public welfare.


Carlisle decided to sell the ten-year class of bonds, compensating for their high interest rate by exacting such a premium as would reduce to three per cent the actual yield to holders. On January 17, 1894, he offered bonds to the amount of fifty millions, but bids came in so slowly that he found it necessary to visit New York to make a personal appeal to a number of leading bankers to exert themselves to prevent the failure of the sale. As a result of these efforts the entire issue was sold at a premium of $8,660,917, and the treasury stock of gold was brought up to $107,440,802. 


Then followed what is probably the most curious chapter in the financial history of modern times. Only gold was accepted by the Treasury in payment of bonds; but gold could be obtained by offering treasury notes for redemption. The Act of 1878 expressly provided that, when redeemed, these notes "shall not be retired, canceled, or destroyed, but they shall be reissued and paid out again and kept in circulation." The Government, as President Cleveland pointed out, was "forced to redeem without redemption and pay without acquittance." These conditions set up against the Treasury an endless chain by which note redemptions drained out the gold as fast as bond sales poured it in. In a message to Congress on January 28, 1895, President Cleveland pointed out that the Treasury had redeemed more than $300,000,000 of its notes in gold, and yet these notes were all still outstanding Appeals to Congress to remedy the situation proved absolutely fruitless, and the only choice left to the President was to continue pumping operations or abandon the gold standard, as the silver faction in Congress desired. By February 8, 1895, the stock of gold in the Treasury was down to $41,340,181. The Administration met this sharp emergency by a contract with a New York banking syndicate which agreed to deliver 3,500,000 ounces of standard gold coin, at least one half to be obtained in Europe. The syndicate was, moreover, to "exert all financial influence and make all legitimate efforts to protect the Treasury of the United States against the withdrawals of gold pending the complete performance of the contract." 


The replenishing of the Treasury by this contract was, however, only a temporary relief. By January 6, 1896, the gold reserve was down to $61,251,710. The Treasury now offered $100,000,000 of the four per cent bonds for sale and put forth special efforts to make subscription popular. Blanks for bids were displayed in all post-offices, a circular letter was sent to all national banks, the movement was featured in the newspapers, and the result was that 4635 bids were received coming from forty-seven States and Territories, and amounting to $526,970,000. This great oversubscription powerfully upheld the public credit and thereafter the position of the Treasury remained secure, but altogether $262,000,000 in bonds had been sold to maintain its solvency. 


Consideration of the management of American foreign relations during this period does not enter into the scope of this book, but the fact should be noted that the anxieties of public finance were aggravated by the menace of war. 1 In the boundary dispute between British Guiana and Venezuela President Cleveland proposed arbitration, but this was refused by the British Government. President Cleveland, whose foreign policy was always vigorous and decisive, then sent a message to Congress on December 17, 1895, describing the British position as an infringement of the Monroe Doctrine and recommending that a commission should be appointed by the United States to conduct an independent inquiry to determine the boundary line in dispute. He significantly remarked that "in making these recommendations I am fully alive to the responsibility incurred and keenly realize all the consequences that may follow." The possibility of conflict thus hinted was averted when Great Britain agreed to arbitration, but meanwhile American securities in great numbers were thrown upon the market through sales of European account and added to the financial strain. 


The invincible determination which President Cleveland showed in this memorable struggle to maintain the gold standard will always remain his securest title to renown, but the admiration due to his constancy of soul cannot be extended to his handling of the financial problem. It appears from his own account that he was not well advised as to the extent and nature of his financial resources. He did not know until February 7, 1895, when Mr. J. P. Morgan called his attention to the fact, that among the general powers of the Secretary of the Treasury is the provision that he "may purchase coin with any of the bonds or notes of the United States authorized by law, at such rates and upon such terms as he may deem most advantageous to the public interest." The President was urged to proceed under this law to buy $100,000,000 in gold at a fixed price, paying for it in bonds. This advice Cleveland did not accept at the time, but in later years he said that it was "a wise suggestion," and that he had "always regretted that it was not adopted." 


But apart from any particular error in the management of the Treasury, the general policy of the Administration was much below the requirements of the situation. The panic came to an end in the fall of 1893, much as a great conflagration expires through having reached all the material on which it can feed, but leaving a scene of desolation behind it. Thirteen commercial houses out of every thousand doing business had failed. Within two years nearly one fourth of the total railway capitalization of the country had gone into bankruptcy, involving an exposure of falsified accounts sufficient to shatter public confidence in the methods of corporations. Industrial stagnation and unemployment were prevalent throughout the land. Meanwhile the congressional situation was plainly such that only a great uprising of public opinion could break the hold of the silver faction. The standing committee system, which controls the gateways of legislation, is made up on a system of party apportionment whose effect is to give an insurgent faction of the majority the balance of power, and this opportunity for mischief was unsparingly used by the silver faction. 


Such a situation could not be successfully encountered save by a policy aimed distinctly at accomplishing a redress of popular grievances. But such a policy President Cleveland failed to conceive. In his inaugural address he indicated in a general way the policy pursued throughout his term when he said, "I shall to the best of my ability and within my sphere of duty preserve the Constitution by loyally protecting every grant of Federal power it contains, by defending all its restraints when attacked by impatience and restlessness, and by enforcing its limitations and reservations in favor of the states and the people." This statement sets forth a low view of governmental function and practically limits its sphere to the office of the policeman, whose chief concern is to suppress disorder. Statesmanship should go deeper and should labor in a constructive way to remove causes of disorder. 


An examination of President Cleveland's state papers show that his first concern was always to relieve the Government from its financial embarrassments, whereas the first concern of the people was naturally and properly to find relief from their own embarrassments. In the last analysis, the people were not made for the convenience of the Government, but the Government was made for the convenience of the people, and this truth was not sufficiently recognized in the policy of Cleveland's administration. His guiding principle was stated, in the annual message, December 3, 1894, as follows: "The absolute divorcement of the Government from the business of banking is the ideal relationship of the Government to the circulation of the currency of the country." That ideal, however, is unattainable in any civilized country. The only great state in which it has ever been actually adopted is China, and the results were not such as to commend the system. The policy which yields the greatest practical benefits is that which makes it the duty of the Government to supervise and regulate the business of banking and to attend to currency supply; and the currency troubles of the American people were not removed until eventually their Government accepted and acted upon this view. 


Not until his message of December 3, 1894, did President Cleveland make any recommendation going to the root of the trouble, which was, after all, the need of adequate provision for the currency supply. In that message he sketched a plan devised by Secretary Carlisle, allowing national banks to issue notes up to seventy-five per cent of their actual capital, and providing also, under certain conditions, for the issue of circulating notes by state banks without taxation. This plan, he said, "furnishes a basis for a very great improvement in our present banking and currency system." But in his subsequent messages he kept urging that "the day of sensible and sound financial methods will not dawn upon us until our Government abandons the banking business." 
To effect this aim, he urged that all treasury notes should be "withdrawn from circulation and canceled," and he declared that he was "of opinion that we have placed too much stress upon the danger of contracting the currency." Such proposals addressed to a people agonized by actual scarcity of currency were utterly impracticable, nor from any point of view can they be pronounced to have been sound in the circumstances then existing. Until the banking system was reformed, there was real danger of contracting the currency by a withdrawal of treasury notes. President Cleveland was making a mistake to which reformers are prone; he was taking the second step before he had taken the first. The realization on the part of others that his efforts were misdirected not only made it impossible for him to obtain any financial legislation but actually fortified the position of the free silver advocates by allowing them the advantage of being the only political party with any positive plans for the redress of popular grievances. Experts became convinced that statesmen at Washington were as incompetent to deal with the banking problems as they had been in dealing with reconstruction problems, and that in like manner the regulation of banking had better be abandoned to the States. A leading organ of the business world pointed out that some of the state systems of note issue had been better than the system of issuing notes through national banks which had been substituted in 1862, and it urged that the gains would exceed all disadvantages if state banks were again allowed to act as sources of currency supply by a repeal of the government tax of ten per cent on their circulation. But nothing came of this suggestion, which was, indeed, a counsel of despair. It took many years of struggle and more experiences of financial panic and industrial distress to produce a genuine reform in the system of currency supply. 


President Cleveland's messages suggest that he made up his mind to do what he conceived to be his own duty regardless of consequences, whereas an alert consideration of possible consequences is an integral part of the duties of statesmanship. He persevered in his pension vetoes without making any movement towards a change of system, and the only permanent effect of his crusade was an alteration of procedure on the part of Congress in order to evade the veto power. Individual pension bills are still introduced by the thousand at every session of Congress, but since President Cleveland's time all those approved have been included in one omnibus bill, known as a "pork barrel bill," which thus collects enough votes from all quarters to ensure passage. President Cleveland found another topic for energetic remonstrance in a system of privilege that had been built up at the expense of the postoffice department. Printed matter in the form of books was charged eight cents a pound but in periodical form only one cent a pound. This discrimination against books has had marked effect upon the quality of American literature, lowering its tone and encouraging the publication of many cheap magazines. President Cleveland gave impressive statistics showing the loss to the Government in transporting periodical publications, "including trashy and even harmful literature." Letter mails weighing 65,$337,343 pounds yielded a revenue of $60,624,464. Periodical publications weighing 348,988,648 pounds yielded revenue of $2,996,403. Cleveland's agitation of the subject under conditions then existing could not, however, have any practical effect save to affront an influential interest abundantly able to increase the President's difficulties by abuse and misrepresentation. 
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Arriving home in Lincoln, Nebraska, at daybreak on a night train from out of town, 27-year-old William Jennings Bryan awakened his wife. "Mary, I have had a strange experience," he said excitedly. "Last night I found that I had power over the audience. I could move them as I chose, I have more than usual power as a speaker. I know it." Then he added thoughtfully, "God grant that I may use it wisely." (1) That power would, in an amazingly short time, carry Bryan to the political heights. Just nine years later the "Boy Orator of the Platte" would be nominated for the presidency and permanently convert the Democratic Party from an instrument of conservatism to one of liberalism. 


It has been said that Robert E. Lee lost the war but won the history, meaning that he has been fondly and respectfully remembered in our collective national memory despite his ultimately unsuccessful war. By contrast, William Jennings Bryan in 1896 won control of Democratic Party destiny but lost the history. The unfavorable image resulting from his involvement in the "Scopes monkey trial" nearly thirty years later forever marked him to later generations as a foolish, politically incorrect bigot. This, taken in conjunction with three unsuccessful presidential campaigns, has left a popular image of an historical loser. 


It is posited here that this conception is wrong, that William Jennings Bryan was and is an historically significant figure, and is in fact the father of the modern Democratic Party. Bryan, and the populist movement which he espoused and led, permanently shifted his party from the conservative to the liberal side of the political spectrum, making possible the later nominations of Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt. (2) The effect of this reverberates to this day because the resulting liberal Democratic /conservative Republican political divide created then still predominates today. Before Bryan, how often was the Democratic candidate for President on the left of the Republican candidate? It is submitted, never. (3) After Bryan in 1896, how often has the Democratic candidate for President been on the left of the Republican candidate? It is submitted, with one exception (4), always. Bryan's later political manipulations, personal foibles and losing campaigns perhaps tarnish his image but cannot subtract from history the importance of what he did in 1896. 


In that election young Bryan was the living personification of the future. He was both the first representative of a new presidential generation and the spokesman of a new liberalism. (5) These changes of generation and philosophy were not well received by a considerable portion of the Northern Civil War-era men who had dominated the nation since 1861. 


Bryan was somewhat younger than, but preceded, others of his generation, such as Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, and Woodrow Wilson. As it turned out, Republican William McKinley would be the last presidential nominee (1896 and 1900) who had served in the Civil War. One political cartoon in 1896 contrasted McKinley's and Bryan's contribution to the war, showing the former in a uniform and the latter in a crib. With McKinley's death five years later and the inauguration of 42-year-old Roosevelt, the Republican Party would also shift to the new generation. But that, of course, was in the future, and in 1896 Bryan was alone against the graybeards of the establishment. 

THE DOWNFALL OF GROVER CLEVELAND AND THE RISE OF THE POPULIST MOVEMENT

Even more important than his youthfulness was Bryan's liberal philosophy, which proposed to overthrow the conservatism of his own party under the leadership of incumbent President Grover Cleveland. Cleveland had been three times elected president by the vote of the American people, although on the second occasion he lost in the electoral college. His return four years later for a second term of office was ruined, like Martin Van Buren before him and Herbert Hoover after, by a major economic depression. 

As the 1896 presidential election approached, the severe depression made the economy the premiere issue of the campaign. Cleveland's rigid and doctrinaire approach was a failure in the crisis, failing both to solve the problem and to give hope of recovery to the people. He was both a governmental minimalist and an immovable supporter of the gold standard. New York journalist and editor Henry L. Stoddard, who personally knew him, said that "as President he could not dominate, and he did not know how to persuade." (6) Historian Lewis Gould accurately stated that "in handling such issues as flee silver, tariff revision, and patronage, Cleveland committed blunder after blunder that drove the majority of Democrats away from him." (7) 


Many people of the day attributed the economic problem to the government's monetary policies, specifically the move away from "bimetallism" wherein both gold and silver were legal tender, to a single gold standard. Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton established bimetallism as part of the original American financial system in the early 1790s. In 1792, it was established that 15 ounces of silver equaled one ounce of gold in value. In the 1830s, Congress changed the ratio to 16 to 1. However, in what detractors called "the Crime of 1873," Congress ended the acceptance of silver as legal tender. 


In the following two decades, certain sections of the economy gradually sank into crisis. The supply of gold rose very slowly, and was outpaced by the increase of population, goods and services. The result was deflation, with the value of money rising and prices falling. For debtors, such as farmers, this meant their crops were selling at lower and lower prices through the years. Loans were repaid with money that was more valuable than it was when loaned, and therefore harder to get. Since lenders were primarily in the East, and borrowers were mostly in the West and South, this gave a sectional overtone to the economic distress. Likewise, lenders and investors were in cities while borrowers were in rural areas, adding an urban/rural dichotomy. Lenders and investors were, of course, wealthier than borrowers, and this added a class distinction to the issue. 


Richard E. Welch, Jr., in his book The Presidencies of Grover Cleveland summarized the causes of the depression in this way: 
The depression ... was primarily the product of problems in international markets of trade and finance, the overexpansion of the agricultural and transportation sectors of the U.S. economy, and a banking system that failed to provide a necessary measure of central authority and regional cooperation. Grover Cleveland entertained a narrow view of the responsibility of the federal government during a time of economic distress, but it was not to be expected that any presidential administration in the 1890s would have offered a New Deal program of "Relief, Recovery and Reform." (8) 
 


Indeed, such a program could not have been expected from the actual presidential administrations of the 1890's, namely, those of Benjamin Harrison, Grover Cleveland, and William McKinley, but relief, recovery and reform were exactly what William Jennings Bryan and his Democratic-Populist followers were calling for. The populist movement at its heart was a fundamental shift away from past conceptions of the role of the federal government in American life. Rather than taking the minimalist approach ("the government which governs least governs best") which had predominated through history, populism promoted an active government doing positive good. The goal announced in the 1892 Populist Party platform was that "we believe that the power of government ... should be expanded ... to the end that oppression, injustice, and poverty shall eventually cease in the land." (9) Populists maintained that government intervention in the economy was needed to cure the depression. A national currency controlled by a national bank should replace the currency issued by state-controlled private banks. Since a stagnant money supply and deflation were identified as the cause of the economic woes, the populist cure was a rapid increase in the money supply. This would be accomplished by the free and unlimited coinage of silver and gold at a ratio of 16 to 1. 


Populism embraced a much broader reform than simply silver. The principles advocated by the 1892 Populist platform also included the government ownership of railroads, telegraph and telephone, a graduated income tax so that the wealthy pay more taxes than the poor, a postal savings bank for the use of the public, the secret ballot, the restriction of immigration, the unionization of laborers, shorter working hours, the initiative for direct state legislation by the people and referendum for popular review of laws adopted by the state legislatures, and direct election of U.S. Senators by popular vote rather than by legislatures. (10) 


The Populist Party nominated former Union General James B. Weaver of Iowa for the 1892 presidential race, and he performed surprisingly well, or as the major parties may have described it, distressingly well. He won more than a million votes, carried the states of Colorado, Idaho, Kansas, Nevada, and North Dakota, and very nearly won in Nebraska and Wyoming. 


The populist movement, however, was not strictly a third party phenomenon. Like abolitionism sixty years before, it had manifestations both in a new third party and within the established parties. Following the 1892 election, when the Populist Party was at its zenith, it was within the realm of possibility that it might supplant one of the major parties, just as the upstart anti-slavery Republican Party replaced the Whigs in the 1850s. It was strong especially in the South and West, where it thrived both independently and within the Democratic and Republican framework. 


The Populist Party waned in 1894, but not the populist movement. The election returns of that year were disappointing to the party, and it became clear to many that the populist agenda would be better promoted within the existing parties. "Fusion" between Populists and Democrats, or between Populists and Republicans, resulted in many Western and Southern states, though some purists in all three parties rejected cooperation. For 1896 the question was whether the Republican and Democratic parties would remain under conservative control or be captured by the populist movement. 

THE REPUBLICAN NOMINATION OF WILLIAM MCKINLEY


In the Republican Party, there never was a realistic possibility that the populists would gain control. Still riding high as the party that ended slavery, won the war and preserved the Union in the 1860s, Republicans predominated in the states that supplied the soldiers that did the job--New England, the East, and the Mid-West. These were the urban, lending and wealthy areas that were least susceptible to the populist appeal. After the war, the newly admitted states of the West also joined the Republican ranks, but under the economic dynamics of the time, these states were very much more attracted to the monetary proposals of the populists. 


Senator Henry M. Teller of Colorado was the leader of the Western "Silver Republicans," who included a number of important office holders. Their efforts at the 1896 Republican Convention in St. Louis were doomed, however, and the party rejected free silver in the platform adopted June 16th. "We are, therefore, opposed to the free coinage of silver ...," the platform stated, and ... the existing gold standard must be preserved." Upon the adoption of these words by the convention, Teller and twenty-two Western delegates from Colorado, Idaho, and Nevada walked out. 


The Republican nomination then was awarded to William McKinley of Ohio, a gold standard man, who won on the first ballot. Organizing early, spending freely and working hard, a McKinley political organization under Marcus Hanna swept the field of all competitors. McKinley had been a presidential contender since 1888 and was popular with many elected officials. He had campaigned widely across the country for Republicans candidates for years, especially in 1894, and he now reaped the fruit of the grateful office holders who now supported him. 


He was best known for the McKinley Tariff which he had devised while a Congressman in 1890. It imposed import duties on a number of foreign products with the goal of boosting American competitiveness in home markets. It was popular with many people, particularly Easterners and industrialists. His resulting reputation put him into the presidential race as a candidate with acknowledged economic and financial expertise, which would be needed in a campaign centered on the merits of whether to legalize silver at 16 to 1. 


McKinley and Hanna ran an interesting campaign. Although hardly a reforming radical, within the Republican Party McKinley sought the nomination as the anti-boss candidate of the people. Using the slogan, "the people against the bosses," (11) McKinley moved his candidacy ahead against a combination of political bosses in New York, Pennsylvania and numerous favorite sons. Hanna's early work and generous use of money brought convention victories in state after state. No other contender ever got anything substantial going in his favor. When his home state of Ohio was called for its convention vote, it put McKinley over the top for the nomination. (12) 


Carrying on a long and unfortunate tradition that cannot really be understood, McKinley took no intense and directing interest in who his vice presidential running mate would be. Although four vice presidents had become president within the last five decades, the need for a vice presidential candidate to actually be qualified for the presidency seemed never to have seriously occurred to anyone. McKinley preferred House Speaker Thomas Reed for the second spot, but since he would not take it McKinley deferred to Hanna's choice of Garret A. Hobart of New Jersey. (13) 

Hobart was a rich bank and railroad lawyer with minor state legislative service. He in some theoretical sense perhaps balanced the national ticket of a Midwesterner with an Easterner, but as an unknown he added no political strength. Had Hobart been re-nominated with McKinley four years later (instead, he died in 1899 at the age of fifty-five), he would have become president instead of Theodore Roosevelt. If experience matters in one's performance as president, Hobart was in no way qualified for the job. 

THE PROGRESSIVE CAPTURE OF THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY


On the Democratic side of the aisle, after the Civil War the party was largely controlled by eastern conservatives. New York was vastly preeminent in its influence, with New Yorkers being nominated as the Democratic candidate in six of the last seven presidential elections (Horatio Seymour in 1868, Horace Greeley in 1872, Samuel J. Tilden in 1876, and Grover Cleveland in 1884, 1888 and 1892). That all that changed in 1896, however, as Democrats with populist principles controlled party conventions in state after state. When the Democratic national convention opened in Chicago in July the populists were in control. 


The final collapse of conservatism in the Democratic Party that year was illustrated by New York Senator David B. Hill's ill-advised motion to compliment the incumbent Cleveland administration. It read simply, "We commend the honesty, economy, courage and fidelity of the present Democratic National Administration." Ordinarily, such a tip of the hat to an incumbent president by his own party would have been routine. But 1896 was not an ordinary year. The resolution lost 564 to 357, and the repudiation of Grover Cleveland by his own party was complete. The free silver platform was then adopted 628 to 301. (14) About one hundred sixty "goldbug" delegates then left the convention, and a rump convention later in the month created the National Democratic Party and nominated former Governor, Senator and Union General John M. Palmer of Illinois for President, and former Governor and Confederate General Simon Bolivar Buckner of Kentucky for Vice President. 


The Democratic platform incorporated several of the principles from the 1892 Populist Party platform. Reflecting the feeling of urgency and the economy, it expressly stated that "the money "question is paramount to all others at this time" and called for a national currency issued by the federal government, including the free and unlimited coinage of silver and gold at the ratio of 16 to 1. It called for the graduated income tax, and the restriction of "foreign pauper labor" immigration. It opposed federal funding of the railroad companies but stopped short of calling for government ownership. The other populist planks of direct election of U.S. Senators and support for the initiative and the referendum were adopted four years later. 


With Cleveland rejected and silver adopted, the only question was which silver Democrat should be nominated for President. There were no presidential primaries in 1896, and all delegates were selected at state conventions. The leading contender was 60-year-old former Representative Richard P. Bland of Missouri, a longtime leader in the fight for the free issuance of silver. He had co-authored the pro-silver Bland-Allison Act and was justly deserving of the widespread support he held among silverites. 


The second leading contender was William Jennings Bryan of Nebraska. He had been an outspoken supporter of silver and populism in four years in the Congress (1891-1895), and since then had toured widely as a spokesman for those causes. While not exactly a household name, it is a myth that he came out of nowhere to win nomination on the basis of a single speech. Bryan was very much known among professional politicians and people active in the populist movement. 


Bryan's sense of political and theatrical timing was perfect. He had contrived to speak to the convention just before presidential balloting was to begin, and this was the moment when he gave his famous "Cross of Gold Speech." He later described the situation:
There never was such a setting for a political speech in my own experience, and so far as I know there never was such a setting for any other political speech ever made in this country, and it must be remembered that the setting has a great deal to do with the speech. Webster says that the essentials for a successful speech are eloquence, the subject, and the occasion.... The excitement of the moment was so intense that I hurried to the platform and began at once. My nervousness left me instantly and 1 felt as composed as if I had been speaking to a small audience on an unimportant occasion. From the first sentence the audience was with me. My voice reached to the uttermost parts of the hall, which is a great advantage in speaking to an assembly like that. 
 
I shall never forget the scene upon which I looked. I believe it unrivaled in any convention ever held in the country. The audience seemed to rise and sit down as one man. At the close of a sentence it would rise and shout, and when I began upon another sentence, the room was as still as a church. There was inspiration in the faces of the delegates. (15) 
 


Bryan's words were the epitome of eloquence. "This is not a contest between persons," he said. "I come to speak to you in the defense of a cause as holy as the cause of liberty--the cause of humanity." Here is clearly seen the political evangelist. He announced that "our silver Democrats went forth from victory unto victory until they are now assembled, not to discuss, not to debate, but to enter up the judgment already rendered by the plain people of this country." He referred to the generational and philosophic changes that were occurring. "Old leaders have been cast aside" when they opposed the populist tide, "and new leaders have sprung up to give direction to the cause of truth." Bryan went through a number of criticisms of the silver Democrats, and rebutted them one by one. "Changing conditions make new issues," he proclaimed. "The principles upon which Democracy rests are as everlasting as the hills, but ... they must be applied to new conditions as they arise. New conditions have arisen, and we are here to meet those conditions." 


"Having behind us the producing masses of this nation and the world ..." Bryan concluded, "we will answer their demand for a gold standard by saying to them: You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold." (16) The crowd went wild. (17) 


Still, when voting began the next day for the presidential nomination, there was no stampede to Bryan. Bland was in the lead but nowhere near the two-thirds vote needed for the nomination. He and Bryan each increased in vote on the second and third ballots, and Bryan went ahead on the fourth and won on the fifth. The voting was as follows: 

 Ballot (18)
	Ballot
	Bland
	Bryan
	Others
	Not Voting

	1st
	235
	137
	380
	178

	2nd
	281
	197
	292
	160

	3rd
	291
	219
	258
	162

	4th
	241
	280
	248
	161

	5th
	11
	652
	105
	162



Like McKinley, Bryan had no preference for his vice presidential running mate, and to symbolize this had Nebraska decline to vote until it was apparent on the fifth ballot that Arthur Sewall of Maine would be nominated. (19) Sewall was a rare item, a rich man from New England who supported free silver and had supported Bryan for the nomination. Like Hobart, he was a businessman of no real political experience, added nothing to the ticket but a theoretical geographic balance, and was not qualified to be President of the United States. 
THE POPULIST PARTY CONVENTION


Now the Populist Party was in a quandary of what to do. Its philosophy had just captured the Democratic Party and a strong adherent of populism was already in the presidential field. Shall it nominate another candidate with the same beliefs, and divide the populist vote? Most party members sensibly wanted to elect one of their own as President and so opposed another Populist candidate, yet there were party purists who believed more in the Populist Party than in the triumph of populism. 

The Populist national convention opened in late July in St. Louis. As a compromise between the fusionists (those who wanted to work with the Democrats) and the mis-named "mid-roaders" (the extremists who wanted to run their own separate ticket), the end result was that the party nominated Bryan for President and Populist Tom Watson of Georgia for Vice President. (20) 


This action was an absurdity from the start. With two vice presidential candidates, now Bryan was in the quandary. He decided to accept the Populist nomination without mentioning the vice presidential candidate, adopting a policy that he would endorse Sewall and not mention or acknowledge Watson. It was awkward and embarrassing, to say the least. Meanwhile, to avoid Bryan's running against himself in competing Bryan-Sewall and Bryan-Watson presidential tickets, Populist and Democratic leaders tried to work out a fusion of electoral slates at the state level. 

BRYAN'S WHISTLE STOP DEMOCRATIC CAMPAIGN


William Jennings Bryan in 1896 had some solid political assets. He was outgoing, amiable, vigorous, and tireless. He was an enthralling speaker. He loved the common people and had a genuine desire in his heart to help them. He was a family man, a practicing Christian who lived his religion, did not campaign on Sundays, and did not smoke tobacco, drink alcohol, or swear. 


He also had some limitations. His law career was never very successful, and when he was able to shift his earning of income from law to speaking, he did so. As one of his biographers Paolo Coletta, correctly pointed out, "Bryan was less a statesman than a moralist and evangelist." (21) He had a tendency to see things in religious terms, with himself on the side of righteousness. Later in his career his self-righteousness became unbearable, but in 1896 it was not so far developed. Although he studied silver economics a great deal, critics (gold standard people, presumably) claimed that he had no real understanding of the subject. The criticism was, in a common phrase, that in many ways he was a mile wide but only an inch deep. 


In 1896, Bryan ran the first all-out open campaign for the presidency. This was a wise course of action for him as it capitalized on his best qualities. People liked his speeches and they liked him personally. Had Bryan followed a traditional campaign by staying at home and sending out surrogates, he would have lost in a landslide. With the Democratic President in disrepute, only an affirmative campaign could salvage the situation. Bryan was nominated to win, not to be the sacrificial lamb in McKinley's victory. His chosen course of active campaigning made the election a real horse race. 

Bryan toured the country, traveling thousands of miles, speaking in hundreds of places, and being seen by probably millions of people. He shook hands and gave speeches day and night until his hands were swollen and he was exhausted. He literally gave every ounce of energy he had to preach the gospel of silver to the people. With traditional Democratic sources of funding denied him by the gold Democrats, he had a virtually penniless campaign. Estimates are that McKinley spent $7,000,000, the most ever, to Bryan's $600,000. (22) Bryan's only way to make up for the lack of money was to fill the breach with his own presence. There was nothing more he could have done. 

MCKINLEY'S FRONT PORCH REPUBLICAN CAMPAIGN


William McKinley in 1896 also had some excellent political assets. He was long known in national politics and had a reputation as a savvy tariff expert. He was a good and popular speaker. He had a presidential appearance and inspired confidence in his abilities, contrasting solidly with the relative inexperience and youthfulness of the Boy Orator. He was a family man, unselfishly devoted to his chronically ill wife, and a practicing Christian. 


Like his opponent, McKinley had some limitations. Critics have said that he was a mile deep on tariff issues, but otherwise, to carry on the common saying, only an inch wide. Though he was a gold supporter, he was publicly evasive on silver, stating an apparent willingness to consider it if England would do so, which he knew England would not. He had a campaign manager, Marcus Hanna, who was often accused by opponents of being a political boss (the kind McKinley was running against), and whose presence and tactics made McKinley vulnerable to the charge that the candidate was merely the puppet of the boss. The evidence is that this was not the case, and that McKinley was always in charge of the political decisions, but the relationship gave, to some, the appearance of boss control. McKinley had once guaranteed the financial notes of a friend who defaulted, and the $100,000 plus debt would have bankrupted McKinley had not Hanna stepped in with contributions from wealthy friends and paid off the obligation. (23) Opponents would exploit this transaction to the maximum. 

McKinley ran a traditional, stay-at-home campaign for the presidency. This was a wise course of action because it capitalized on his best assets. He knew he could not beat Bryan in an energetic national whistlestop campaign. That would be making war on Bryan's tuff, and Bryan would prevail in such a contest. Rather, McKinley's arena was the front porch campaign that appealed to conservative, traditional values. 


The candidate stayed at home, and the Republican Party brought tens of thousands of people to see the man billed as "the advance agent of prosperity." The people within reasonable railroad distance were just the constituency and within the geographic region that were needed for electoral victory. Cheap railroad fares and free tickets from supporting railroad companies helped get the people there. The visitors found the town was decked out in patriotic colors. They were treated to parades, escorting soldiers, and marching bands. At the appropriate moment, McKinley would appear and make his carefully scripted statements, keyed to the makeup and home state of the visiting group. (24) It was masterfully done. 

IT WAS A NEAR THING
Both Bryan and McKinley ran the best campaigns they could, each doing what he did best. The issues were before the public and the positions of the candidates were known. On November 3, 1896, the election was turned over to the people to decide. 

Historians Paul Glad and Evan Comog, in their respective works, have stated that the "citizens cast their votes to give William McKinley a decisive victory over William Jennings Bryan," (25) and that "Bryan had crucified his party upon a cross of silver." (26) It is submitted here, on the contrary, that the election was, in fact, a near thing, and that Bryan in the short term saved his party from a much greater defeat and in the long rtm set it on a progressive course that it has sailed ever since. 


The electoral vote was 271 for McKinley to 176 for Bryan. For the vice presidency, Bryan's running mate Sewall received 149 electoral votes, and Watson 27. McKinley carried the populous Northeast, plus Oregon and California, against Bryan's solid South and West. In the American system of presidential election, these electoral votes are the only ones that are actually cast for President. In that literal sense, McKinley handily won. 


But in the underlying popular vote, the result was much closer, McKinley winning 51 percent to 47 percent with 1 percent for Palmer. McKinley's biographer, Margaret Leech, conceded that, "Had the election been held in the first weeks after Bryan's Chicago speech, the Democrats would have carried the country." (27) Bryan's biographer, Paolo Coletta, took it a step further and asserted that Bryan in fact did win the election. "Honest returns," he said, "would have given Bryan at least Maryland, West Virginia, California, Kentucky, Indiana, and Ohio, and he would have won." (28) Citing Josephus Daniels as the source, Coletta goes on further to say that "'Bryan never doubted that he was elected but that Bryan refused to contest the election because he feared a Civil War might follow." (29) 


A full analysis of whether the election of 1896 was "stolen" is beyond the scope of this article. It will only be noted here that there is some evidence that it was. Mark Hanna did in fact institute a system of political dirty tricks. These included tactics of business orders to manufacturers being "doubled if McKinley wins" or "'canceled if Bryan wins," of creditors compelling borrowers to disclose who they supported for president, and of businesses telling their workers on Monday not to report to work on Wednesday if Bryan won because the plant would close. 


Governor John Peter Altgeld of Illinois stated that 100,000 fraudulent votes were cast for McKinley in his state, and that Indiana, Kentucky, and California were stolen. (30) Of course, it must also be stated that in Southern states carried by Bryan the disenfranchisement of black voters, who likely would have voted Republican in 1896, also occurred. This whole aspect of presidential election history is messy and sometimes disillusioning. One can only hope that such things canceled each other out. 

As it was, Bryan in losing in 1896 received more votes than anyone had ever before received in winning, and more votes than Woodrow Wilson would get in winning in 1912. The Democratic nominee would not do better for twenty years, when Wilson was re-elected in 1916. When the conservative Democrats re-captured the party in 1904, its popular vote decreased by well over a million votes, and those votes returned when Bryan headed the ticket again in 1908. Bryan held onto the Democratic dominance of the South, which the Populists had threatened to usurp, and took the West from the Republicans. 


Bryan's mistake was not in actively campaigning or in urging the free issuance of silver, but in failing to emphasize the other principles in which he and populism believed. In playing his one tune of free silver, he failed to reach out to others who could have been brought in by a broader appeal. By presenting one cure for all ills, he made some people wonder if he had over-simplified the situation, as his critics said. 


The election of 1896 was a turning point in American political history. Historian Stanley L. Jones wrote that in that election "both parties had achieved a triumph of political artistry in adjusting old party dogmas to the demands of new times and a new electorate." (31) This seems a fair statement. The adjustments made in 1896, of Republicans to conservatism and of Democrats to liberalism, remain with us still.
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