


porating in their platforms labor planks 
which were even stronger than labor an
ticipated. In the campaign of 1886, the 
Democrats and the Republicans competed 
for the support of the Knights of Labor 
and the Alliance, but labor appeared to 
line up behind the Democratic candidate 
for governor, A. A. Ames, who as mayor 
of Minneapolis had supported the strike 
of switchmen earlier in the year. He lost 
by only a small margin to Andrew R. Mc 
Gill, the Republican candidate. The grow
ing effectiveness of labor's political activ
ity was reflected in the election of some 
candidates with union endorsement to mu
nicipal offices and the state legislature. 

Encouraged by the events of 1886, the 
Alliance and the Knights of Labor planned 
to continue their political co-operation. 
The Alliance scheduled its 1887 meeting 
for the same time that the Knights' organ
ization was to hold its national convention 
in Minneapolis. This resulted in a confer
ence meeting at which mutual support was 
pledged, and the ground was prepared for 
joint action in 1888. 

As the election of that year approached, 
the farm and labor representatives met in 
St. Paul on August 22, and there was 
founded the first political movement in the 
state ever to bear the name of Farm and 
Labor party. Again Donnelly appears as 
the dominant personality, and he was nom
inated to head the new party's ticket. The 
platform incorporated all the protest de
mands of the day; it favored revision of the 
tariff, governmental control of telegraphs, 
further control of railroads, the Australian 
ballot, woman suffrage, reduction of rail
road rates, factory inspection laws, an 
eight-hour working day, and a host of 
other farm-labor demands. 

Despite an impressive and promising 
launching, the Farm and Labor party of 
1885 disintegrated almost immediately af
ter its formation. The volatfle Donnelly, 
always an unpredictable factor in the pro
test ranks, withdrew from the guberna
torial nomination, and the entire ticket 

collapsed. In the election, Wifliam R. Mer-
riam, the incumbent Repubhcan governor, 
was re-elected by an overwhelming vote, 
and the new Farm and Labor party passed 
from the scene as suddenly as it had ap
peared. 

THE ECLIPSE of the Farm and Labor 
party once again isolated the protesting 
elements. The major parties, despite their 
promises in 1886, when the vigor of the 
protest prodded them to include strong 
labor measures in their platforms, now 
ignored labor's demands. Labor was to re
main without a political home untfl the 
emergence a few years later of the Popu
list party, which was to gather in one move
ment the various elements of protest that 
had been developing during the preceding 
three decades. 

The Populist party in Minnesota was 
born on July 16, 1890, at a nominating 
convention cafled by the state Farmers' Al
liance, to which were invited both farmers 
and workers. "It is a cry from the farthest 
retreats of a desolate country," the call 
said, "from the prairie farmer and from the 
toiler who looks out from his factory win
dow as from a hopeless prison house." 
Fifty-five delegates claimed to represent 
labor organizations, although their creden
tials were under heavy suspicion. Some 
were charged with being paid agents of the 
Alliance's enemies and were peremptorily 
expelled. I t was, however, almost entirely a 
farmers' convention, and the leaders, in an 
effort to provide for more complete joint 
activity with labor in the future, were 
careful to include many labor planks in 
the platform. 

The convention nominated a ticket for 
state offices with Sidney M. Owen, editor 
of the Minneapolis Farm Journal, as the 
candidate for governor. He was nominated 
as a dark horse in an effort to break a 
deadlock resulting from a feud between 
R. M. Hafl, the Afliance president, and 
Donnelly, both of whom eagerly sought the 
nomination. Owen was a Democrat, and 
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it was hoped tha t his nomination might 
lead to a coalition with protesting Demo
crats and would push t h a t pa r ty out of 
the political picture. The election, how
ever, was a three-way fight with the Re
publicans winning afl bu t one state office. 
The vote for governor was William R. 
Merr iam, Republican, 88,111; Thomas Wfl
son, Democrat , 85,844, and Owen, 58,514. 

I t is significant to note tha t , in its first 
entry in Minnesota politics, the Populist 
par ty , also frequently referred to as the 
Farmers ' Alliance par ty , drew its strength 
chiefly from the Scandinavians in the 
Republican par ty . Since the 1890s, and par
ticularly during the period of the Farmer-
Labor par ty ' s ascendancy, members of the 
Scandinavian nationalities have played a 
predominant role in Minnesota protest 
politics. 

While unsuccessful in electing its candi
dates to state office in 1890, the Alliance 
did score significant victories in legislative 
contests, including the election of Don
nelly to the state Senate. The Alliance-
sponsored legislators, in fusion with the 
Democrats , were able, in fact, to organize 
both houses in the session of 1891. The 
future looked promising as the session 
opened under Donnelly's leadership, but 
formidable obstacles blocked the Alliance 
program. The farmer members of the legis
lature were inexperienced, the old par ty 
machines were stfll effective, and Governor 
Merr iam was opposed to the Afliance pro
gram. The session ended amid confusion 
and defeat for the Afliance farm and labor 
demands. 

T H E SUCCESS of the Afliance in Minne
sota and in other states inspired once 
again efforts to form a nationwide inde
pendent pa r ty with a farmdabor base. In 
May , 1891, after several abort ive moves, a 
national convention, cafled by the rem
nants of the Knights of Labor bu t domi
nated by the Farmers ' Alliance, met in 
Cincinnati and founded the People's or 
Populist pa r ty . Again Minnesota was rep

resented by a delegation headed by Don
nefly, who became one of the national 
leaders in the new par ty . 

The successes of 1890 held out great 
promise for the Minnesota Populists in the 
election of 1892, bu t the promise was not 
fulfilled because the different elements t h a t 
made up the par ty fefl to quarreling, and 
the Farmers ' Afliance and labor groups 
were antagonized by the efforts of Don
nelly and his People's pa r ty contingent to 
dominate the proceedings in the conven
tion of 1892. Donnelly, however, was nomi
nated for governor, and hopes were high 
tha t the Populists would extend the gains 
of 1890. But the Republicans had learned 
wefl the reasons for the growing Populist 
strength, and they took skfllful steps to 
check further depletion of their ranks. 
First, they appropriated the program and 
symbols of the protesting Populists, and, 
second, they took into account the politi
cal aspirations of the Scandinavians of the 
state. Accordingly, they nominated Knu te 
Nelson, a Republican Congressman from 
western Minnesota, who was to become the 
first in a long line of Minnesota governors 
of Scandinavian extraction. Nelson was not 
only Scandinavian, however; he also was 
in accord with the Alliance program. In 
fact, the Alliance itself had considered 
nominating Nelson for the governorship. 

The Populists encountered further diffi
culties when Donnelly refused to unite 
with the Democrats in 1892. He claimed 
fusion efforts had always ended in failure 
for the protestors. His candidacy suffered 
also by the loss of par t of his heavy Irish 
Catholic following to the Democratic can
didate, Daniel Lawler, who, Donnelly 
charged, was nominated for the purpose 
of splitting this section of the Populist 
leader's support . The 1892 vote for gov
ernor was Nelson, 109,220; Lawler, 94,600, 
and Donnefly, 39,863. The high tide of 
Populism appeared to be subsiding in Min
nesota. 

The Populists did, however, elect one 
Congressman, and they did obtain the bal-
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JOHN Lind in the governor's office of the Old Capitol 

ance of power in the state Senate of 1893. 
In the legislative session of that year, the 
Populists co-operated with the Republi
cans and achieved satisfaction on a num
ber of issues. Laws were passed extending 
inspection of weighing and grading, increas
ing antitrust regulation, and establishing 
a state elevator, but the latter never was 
put into effect. Donnelly through this peri
od continued vigorous agitation against 
the trusts and the price-fixing practices of 
the coal and lumber industries. Governor 
Nelson, while less extreme than Donnelly, 
also engaged in antitrust agitation. He 
called an anti-monopoly convention in 
Chicago in June, 1893, to demonstrate 
against the Sherman Act of 1890. The 
Populists, however, left Nelson's meeting, 
and, in rump session, endorsed Donnelly's 
more extreme views. 

The hard times of 1893 turned the at
tention of Minnesota Populists to national 
issues in 1894. Their platform now placed 
primary emphasis on the silver question, 
and they were confident that they would 

extend their gains in the state election. 
Owen was nominated again for governor, 
and he was decisively defeated by Nelson 
as the Republicans swept the entire state 
ticket and all Congressional offices. Al
though badly beaten, Owen ran ahead of 
the Democratic candidate, George L. Beck
er, who was alleged to be under the influ
ence of the railroads and consequently 
suffered a loss of support. The vote was 
Nelson, 147,943; Owen, 87,890; and Becker, 
53,854. 

The defeat of 1894 impressed upon the 
Populist leaders the futflity of refusing to 
merge with the Democrats. When the lat
ter nominated William Jennings Bryan in 
1896, the stage was set in Minnesota for a 
fusion of the Populist forces with the 
Democrats and the Silver Republicans. An 
agreement was made whereby the candi
date for governor would be a Silver Re
publican, those for secretary of state and 
treasurer would be Democrats, and those 
for lieutenant governor and attorney gen
eral would be Populists. The fusion led to 
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the nomination of John Lind, who, al
though defeated in the election of 1896, 
later became the first governor of Minne
sota ever elected with the support of the 
protest elements. In the election of 1896, 
David M. Clough, who had succeeded to 
the governorship when Knute Nelson was 
chosen by the legislature for the United 
States Senate, was re-elected, but only by 
a slight plurality over Lind. The vote was 
Clough, 165,906 and Lind, 162,254. 

Democratic-Farmer-Labor orators of the 
present occasionally claim John Lind as 
one of the early Minnesota prophets of 
protest, and his name is sometimes linked 
with those of John A. Johnson and Floyd 
B. Olson. Actually, Lind was a political 
moderate, even for his day. He was not, 
for example, a consistent supporter of free 
coinage, although he was usually on the 
progressive side of political issues. 

Lind declined to run for re-election to 
Congress in 1892 after serving three terms, 
and it was only after much persuasion that 
he consented to run for governor in 1896. 
He was attracted by the idea of fusion 
with the People's party and the Demo
crats in part at least as the result of his 
early friendship in Congress with William 
Jennings Bryan. His strongest political as
sets were his Swedish origin and his repu
tation for honesty. The voters of Minne
sota could rally to him, despite his defection 
from the Republican party in 1896, be
cause they had confidence in his integrity 
and were impressed by his sincerity. 

In 1898, Lind was elected by a fusion of 
Democrats, Populists, and Silver Republi
cans, becoming the state's first Democratic 
governor since Sibley's day. He received 
131,980 votes to 111,796 for the Repubhcan 
candidate, William H. Eustis. 

The election of Lind is sometimes re
garded as a high point in the Populist 
movement in Minnesota. Actuafly, Lind's 
election cannot be laid to the protest fer
vor. In 1898 he polled thirty thousand 
fewer votes than he did in 1896, and the 
total vote was sixty thousand under the 

figure of two years earlier. The explanation 
of Lind's triumph is to be found not in 
the popularity of the protest issues, but 
rather in the local factors of internal strife 
within the Republican party and the inex
perience of Eustis' managers. 

The decline of Populism is reflected in 
the make-up of the 1899 legislature, which 
had only eight Populists in the House and 
three in the Senate. The course of Popu
lism was running out as the nineteenth 
century came to an end. Many of its lead
ers remained active politically and partici
pated in the Nonpartisan League and the 
Farmer-Labor party, but by 1900 Popu
lism was no longer threatening the domi
nance of the major parties. 

In 1900 Lind was defeated for re-election 
and the Republicans were restored to 
power, as Samuel R. Van Sant polled 
152,905 votes to Lind's 150,651. This de
feat by only a narrow margin marked the 
beginning of a period of conservatism in 
Minnesota politics that was to continue 
untfl the rise of the Nonpartisan League 
after 1916. 

During the period from 1860 to 1900, 
the parties of agrarian protest in Minne
sota followed a pattern common to other 
Midwest states. It was a pattern of ups 
and downs, in which the protest parties 
were alternately strong and weak, depend
ing on how economic conditions grew worse 
or improved. As the protest progressed 
through the last half of the nineteenth 
century, it triumphed periodicafly, it in
fluenced some state legislation, and it ac
complished a portion of its ambitious pro
gram. But it was not until the 1930s that 
the protest, feeding on the great depres
sion, reached its peak of power and influ
ence. The movements of the nineteenth 
century had prepared the way for the 
Nonpartisan League, out of which was to 
come the Farmer-Labor party of the 1920s 
and 1930s, and that party's turbulent ex
perience created the legacy to which Min
nesota's Democratic-Farmer-Labor party 
now lays claim. 
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