
of virtually all the Republican and four 
combine members of the Senate, inflicted 
a humiliating defeat on Donnelly, who, it 
will be recalled, was chairman of the rail­
road committee. Temporarily dominated by 
the coalition, the Senate voted to discharge 
from the committee the so-called Hompe 
bill as a substitute for a more far-reaching 
measure authored by Donnefly himself. 
Hompe was an Alliance party stalwart, and 
a prominent member of the anti-Donnelly 
faction. His sponsorship of the bill did little 
to improve the already strained relations 
between him and Donnelly. Enmity be­
tween the two men was further aggravated 
by their differences over usury legislation. 
The result was an open feud, which was 
kept alive for many months through the ex­
change of fiery personal missives in the 
Great West and other reform papers.-'' 

Meanwhfle, with a good deal less emo­
tion, consideration of raflroad legislation 
had been initiated in the House. There Al­
liance hopes were embodied in a compre­
hensive bfll introduced by Representative 
F. M. Currier of Blue Earth County. Es-
sentiafly, it was similar to the sidetracked 
Donnelly bill. Its most controversial provi­
sion called for a mandatory "distance tar­
iff," outlawing preferential rates on goods 

shipped to terminal points. The distance 
tariff had long been an accepted Alliance 
doctrine. Spokesmen for the organization 
had frequently asserted that terminal rates 
not only added to the shipper's burden, but 
also contributed to an unhealthy concen­
tration of commerce and industry in the 
Twin Cities. The Alliance argument asserted 
that Iowa's more balanced geographical 
growth was attributable to the distance-
tariff provision in that state's railroad 
code.-^ 

The Currier bfll commanded strong sup­
port in the House. As might have been ex­
pected. Twin City legislators, for the most 
part, opposed it, but compensating support 
was forthcoming from many rural Repub­
licans. I t was, however, insufficient to tip 
the scales in the bill's favor. Although the 
measure was recommended for passage by 
a substantial majority, when it came up 

°̂ On the Senate's action, see the Pioneer Press, Feb­
ruary 15, 1891; Great West, February 20, 1891. For a 
sample of Donnelly's polemics, see Great West, March 
4, 1892. For Hompe's, see Vgeblad (Fergus Falls), Feb­
ruary 18, 1892. 

''' The full text of the Currier bill as originally intro­
duced is carried in the Pioneer Press of January 20, 
1891. For a statement of the Alliance point of view on 
the distance tariff, see Donnelly's "Address to the 
Farmers of Minnesota," in Great West, October 18, 
1889. 
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for final consideration par ty lines were a 
complete shambles, and it lost by a vote of 
56 to 48.=« 

The legislature had not, however, said 
its last word on railroad legislation. Oppo­
nents as well as supporters of the Currier 
bill were deeply concerned about the chaotic 
state in which the author i ty of the rail­
road and warehouse commission had been 
left by the United States Supreme Court 's 
decision in the case of the Milwaukee and 
St. Paul Railroad Company vs. Minnesota. 
Ear ly in 1890 the court had declared un­
constitutional the 1887 legislature's grant 
of rate-making power to the commission, 
because the Minnesota law failed to provide 
for judicial review of the commission's ex­
ercise of this power. The court ruled tha t 
the 1887 law deprived the railroads of 
rights guaranteed by the Four teenth 
Amendment.- ' ' 

Provisions designed to correct the omis­
sion and to restore the commission's au­
thori ty were included in both the Currier 
and Hompe bills. The lat ter was passed by 
both houses in the closing days of the ses­
sion and was subsequently signed by the 
governor. I t probably gave the railroad and 
warehouse commission as much authori ty 
as the Supreme Court decision permit ted. 
The Hompe bill was a significant piece of 
legislation, bu t a general determination to 
preserve past reforms rather than effective 
combine leadership was responsible for its 
passage.'" 

A N O T H E R impor tant enactment of the 
1891 legislature was the Australian ballot 
law. T h a t it passed in spite of the combine 
was so obvious t h a t Democratic-Alliance 
spokesmen could claim no credit for it. 

"^ Pioneer Press, April 4, 1891. 
=°134 U.S. 418-466 (1890). 
™ For its provisions, see Minnesota, General Laws, 

1891. p. 178-185. On its passage, see the Journal. 
April 9, 14, 1891. 

'^ See General Laws, 1891, p. 23-66. Reports on pas­
sage of the bill and Democratic objections to it may 
be found in the Pioneer Press and the Globe for April 
17, 1891. 

When the Keyes bill, as the secret ballot 
measure was called, came up for considera­
tion, a deep split developed between Demo­
cratic and Alliance legislators. The issue 
was not whether a secret baflot should be 
adopted; virtually everybody wanted tha t . 
Bu t the Democrats objected strenuouslj ' to 
a provision in the Keyes bill which made 
it mandatory for the elector to place a 
check by the name of every candidate for 
whom he was voting. Instead, Democratic 
spokesmen wanted a ballot which would 
permit the voter, were he so minded, to in­
dicate in a box a t the top tha t he wished to 
vote for all the candidates of a given par ty . 
Democrats argued tha t the ballot pre­
scribed by the Keyes bill discriminated 
against the foreign born and placed their 
right to vote under the control of Repub­
lican employers. This reasoning made no 
impression on either Republican or Alliance 
legislators, whose solid front was formi­
dable enough to push the bill through both 
houses.'''^ 

Combine sponsorship of other reform 
measures was, in general, ineffective. When 
unsolicited Republican support was forth­
coming, a bill had a chance; when its fate 
depended primarily upon combine solidar­
ity and leadership, it was usuafly consigned 
to oblivion. Although a Congressional re­
apport ionment law, made necessary by the 
growth of population recorded in the census 
of 1890, was enacted more or less as a mat­
ter of course, the list of measures tha t failed 
is impressive. No important labor legisla­
tion was passed. An a t tempted compromise 
on the single tax, which would have left 
each community free to adopt it for its 
own financial needs, failed miserably. A 
later generation may doubt the wisdom 
of such a measure, but a friendly disposi­
tion toward it by the Alliance would have 
contributed greatly to amity within the 
combine's reform wing. A proposed con­
sti tutional amendment which broadened 
the state's authori ty to regulate elevators 
and warehouses failed to clear its first hur­
dle when it lost in the Senate by one vote. 
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A bill, introduced by Donnelly, to tax the 
mortgage holder's equity in real estate fell 
by the wayside. Another measure author­
izing school districts to furnish free text­
books to pupils died in committee. And so 
it went."-

Republican orators subsequently made 
much of the fiscal "excesses" of the 1891 
legislature. Their case rested on an in­
crease in the state tax rate from 1.7 to 2.2 
mills; on a bfll for legislative "sundries" 
which exceeded that of the 1889 session by 
some fifteen thousand doflars; and on a 
substantial increase in total appropriations. 
In rebuttal, combine spokesmen pointed 
out that Republican sponsored amend­
ments, offered in the certain knowledge 
that they would command the few required 
combine votes for passage, were at least 
partly responsible for the increased level 
of spending. There was an element of jus­
tice in the complaint, but it was the com­
bine which had to bear the responsibility. 
Expenditures and taxes had been raised at 
a time when the combine controlled the 
legislature; and to hard-pressed farmers, ex­
tremely sensitive to every increase in finan­
cial burdens, this apparent extravagance 
was the vital point."" 

Thus the record of the legislature of 1891 
was not impressive. At the beginning of the 
session expectations had run high. The end 
of a generation of Republican legislative 
domination was believed by many to herald 
a new era which would effect a wholesale 
redress of grievances. Yet out of all the re­
form measures thrown into the legislative 
hoppers, only two important ones survived: 
a railroad bfll which fell far short of Afli­
ance expectations and promises; and an 
Austrahan ballot law which the Democrats 
had stoutly opposed. Over against this rec­
ord were afl the measures that had failed, 
and an increased financial burden. Most 
gafling of all was the legislature's failure to 
enact an interest and usury law. 

IN THE DAYS before the problems of 
the Middle East competed for attention 

with those of the Middle West, and when 
even Washington, D. C , seemed fairly re­
mote, evaluating the performance of a re­
cently adjourned legislature was a more 
popular journalistic enterprise than it is in 
the 1950s. Usually the verdicts were not 
couched in pure black or white terms, and 
partisanship was only one of several fac­
tors influencing judgment. Occasionally — 
as in 1893, 1895, and 1901 —the white pre­
dominated to the point where superlatives 
were employed. 

Superlatives were used in 1891, too, 
though not for the purpose of pointing up 
the legislature's virtues. To the New Ulm 
Review of April 15, 1891, the session's leg­
acy was "nothing but a bifl of expense for 
salaries and postage stamps." In its issue 
of April 24, the Martin County Sentinel, 
Senator Frank Day's paper, called the ses­
sion the most extravagant in the history of 
the state and attributed its meager accom­
plishments to Republican influence. The 
Moorhead News was quoted by the Senti­
nel of May 8 as lamenting the extent to 
which every taxpayer had been penalized 
by the legislator's "inexperience and ex­
travagance." 

Partisanship heavfly influenced these 
judgments, but it is significant that Demo-
cratic-Afliance organs either defended the 
session in terms too apologetic to be con­
vincing or joined the chorus of denuncia­
tion. The St. Peter Herald, then edited by 
the youthful John A. Johnson, in the issue 
of May 1 blamed the Republicans for the 
increased tax rate and the high level of ap­
propriations. In an editorial, the St. Paul 
Globe of Aprfl 20 comforted its readers 
with the thought that a legislature was 
not to be judged solely by the laws it 
enacted. The paper maintained that legis­
lative deliberations had educational value. 

•'" These measures are discussed in the Pioneer Press, 
February 20, 1891; Globe, March 14, April 20, 1891; 
Journal, April 1, 1891. 

"^ The Republican point of view is expressed in the 
Journal, April 20, 1891; Sentinel, May 5, 1891. For 
the rebuttal, see the Globe, April 20, 1891. 
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and they provided outlets for tensions 
which might otherwise build up to the 
point of explosion. From this perspective, 
argued the Globe, the legislature of 1891 
was a success. In an editorial of Aprfl 24, 
the Great West, speaking for the combine's 
other extreme, took quite a different line. 
The paper was "thankful indeed" tha t 
there were so few Alliancemen in the 1891 
legislature, for "if the aroma of tha t body 
were to a t tach to the Alliance par ty , there 
would be no more Alliance par ty in Min­
nesota, forever." 

The Alliance legislators, for their part , 
declined responsibility for the session's fail­
ings. The Globe of April 22 published a 
manifesto, signed by twenty-nine legisla­
tors and written in Donnelly's unmistak­
able prose, which bravely proclaimed: "We 
are defeated bu t not disheartened. . . . We 
call upon the farmers and mechanics and 
afl the hosts of labor to . . . prepare for 
a great campaign in 1892, for the redemp­
tion of the s ta te from the grasp of the 
classes who now plunder and oppress it." 

No pains were spared to demonstrate in 
the manifesto t h a t the Alliance par ty de­

served such a mandate in 1892, the late 
legislative session notwithstanding. Alli­
ancemen, it pointed out, had constituted 
less than a third of the 1891 legislature's 
membership. The document also affirmed 
tha t "in nearly every instance" Alliance 
legislators had "voted on the side of re­
trenchment, reform and good government"; 
and tha t an increase in the demands of 
state institutions was responsible for the 
hike in taxes and appropriations. The inde­
pendent existence of the Alliance par ty was 
also proclaimed; experience in the late ses­
sion proved " tha t in the great batt le for 
reform we can depend on no political par ty 
but our own." 

The extent to which the manifesto dis­
couraged identification of the Alliance par ty 
with the legislature of 1891 obviously can­
not be determined. To those who wanted 
to believe, doubtless it was convincing. 
Others who remembered t h a t the Afliance 
pa r ty had been par t of the legislature's 
dominant majority may have been more 
impressed by a comment appearing in the 
Sentinel of Aprfl 24: " the late session proves 
tha t reformers do not always reform." 
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M I N N E S O T A partisan politics of the 1890s 
were profoundly affected by the reputa t ion 
which the 1891 legislature, with the aid of 
its critics, established for itself. Thi rd-par ty 
activity was not, of course, abandoned. On 
the contrary, it entered a more ambitious 
phase in 1891-92, when the Minnesota 
branch of the national People's pa r ty as­
sumed the assets and liabilities of the Alli­
ance par ty , which met its final demise in 
the summer of 1892. 

But the People's par ty was unable to 
meet the expectations created by the elec­
tion of 1890. In the 1892 race for governor, 
Donnelly polled twenty thousand fewer 
votes than Owen had two years before. The 
same election cut third-party representa­
tion in the state House of Representatives 
in half, and only one third-party Congress­
man was elected with a margin of fewer 
than a hundred votes in an area which 
Owen and his ticket had swept in the pre­
vious election. Democratic fortunes also de­
clined in 1892 despite Grover Cleveland's 
decisive national victory. Daniel Lawler's 
race for governor was creditable enough, 
but his par ty lost a fourth of its legislative 
seats and captured only two of the seven 
Congressional districts."* 

Subsequent elections confirmed these 
trends despite deepening depression and 
greater economic distress. Up to 1900 there 
were bu t two breaks in the pa t te rn of Re­
publican gains. In 1894 Owen, running as 
a Populist, polled a respectable vote in his 
race for governor; and John Lind, running 
as a "People's Democra t" nearly captured 
the office in 1896 and did so in 1898. Both 
exceptions are readily explained. Owen was 
considerably stronger than his party, and 
he profited from the political weakness of 
his Democratic opponent, George L. Becker, 
whose bid was not taken seriously by many 
Democrats . Lind also had a large personal 
following, and his opponents did not com­
mand the fufl support of their parties. 

Obviously the drift back to Republican­
ism cannot be a t t r ibuted solely to the leg­
islature of 1891. Because Cleveland was in 

the Whi te House, the Republican par ty 
could absolve itself of blame for the inten­
sification of economic distress following 
the panic of 1893. Minnesota Republicans 
also demonstrated a capacity to read elec­
tion returns, as their selection of Knute 
Nelson to run for governor in 1892 and the 
impressive record of the 1893 legislature 
seem to prove. At the same time, the Peo­
ple's pa r ty continued to be plagued with 
factionalism, and it was unable to dispel 
a widespread suspicion t h a t its leadership 
was unsound. Republican journalists were 
happy to emphasize Populist "untrustwor-
thiness," and fears generated by such events 
as the Pullman strike of 1894 increased 
public responsiveness to the accusation. 

There can be no question, however, that 
the reputat ion of the legislature of 1891 
lent plausibility to the thesis of Populist 
"radicalism" and Democrat ic "irresponsi­
bility." With a zeal not entirely justified 
by the facts. Republican campaigners of 
the 1890s pointed to the 1891 session as 
proof tha t political "soundness" was a 
monopoly of the Grand Old Pa r ty . The al­
leged incompetence, extravagance, and 
general ineffectiveness of the only non-Re­
publican legislature within immediate mem­
ory became a political myth , comparable in a 
limited way to the "Hoover depression," 
"Truman ' s war," or the "terrible Eightieth 
Congress." And a my th which commands 
belief is a more effective determinant of 
political behavior than a realit j ' which is 
ambiguous."'' 

"* Election results discussed here and below appear 
in Legislative Manual, 1893, p. 462-467, 474-479; 1895, 
p. 462, 571-585. 

^ See a Republican manifesto for the campaign of 
1892 in the News, October 29, 1892; an editorial in the 
Journal, October 25, 1898; and William H. Eustis' ac­
ceptance speech in the same paper, October 4, 1898. 

THE PHOTOGRAPH on page 299 is from the collec­
tions of the Marshall County Historical Society. Car­
toons reproduced on pages 300 and 306 appeared in 
issues ot the Minneapolis Journal for February 24 and 
5, 1891, respectively. They were the work of Charles L. 
Bartholomew, better known as "Bart," a leading car­
toonist of the period. The cartoon on page 305 is from 
the St. Paul Globe of January 8, 1891. Other photos in 
these pages are from the society's picture files. 
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