














in 1916 was a struggle over renewing the franchise ofthe 
Minneapolis Street Railway Company — the first really 
pressing local issue to emerge in any of Van Lear's cam­
paigns for mayor. The exclusive right to operate a street 
railway system in Minneapolis had been granted in 1873 
for a period of fifty years, to end on July 1, 1923. In 1914, 
however, the corporation, which xvas by then controlled 
by a New Jersey holding company known as the Twin 
City Rapid Transit Company, asked for an early renewal. 
Without such an assurance of continued control, coipo­
ration officials argued, they xvould find it impossible to 
borrow funds to make needed iniprovements and exten­
sions of service to the growing city. Since Minneapolis 
was not at that time operating under a home rule char­
ter, approval by the state legislature was necessary be­
fore a new franchise could be granted. Under pressure 
from the company and the Minneapolis Civic and Com­
merce Association, the f9f5 legislature passed an ena­
bling act xvbicb empoxvered the city council to open 
negotiations, and on August 27, 1915, the councd di­
rected City Engineer Frederick W. Cappelen to ap­
praise the property ofthe streetcar company. His report 
was completed a year later, in September, 1916 — 
just in time to add fuel to the campaign fires.^"^ 

Any new franchise agreement was certain to provide 
for a fixed annual percentage return on investment. Thus, 
the higher the valuation, the greater the profit. The 
company's own estimate of its invested capital was 35 
million dollars; Van Lear and his supporters guessed the 

2'' For discussion ot the franchise question see William An­
derson, "The Fate ofthe Five-Cent Fare," inNational Munici­
pal Review, 9:78-83 (February, 1920); H. M. Olmsted, ""The 
Twin Cities and the Holding Company," in National Municipal 
Review, 12:376-.380 (July, 1923); M. H. Hedges, "Who Cor­
rupts Our Politics?"" in The Nation, July 19, 1922, p. 66-68. 

2^F[rederick] W. Cappelen, Report on the Value ofthe 
Properties of the Minneapolis Street Railway Company as of 
January 1, 1916, l:ii (Minneapolis, 1916); New Times, June 10, 
1916, p. 4. For an excellent summary of the various valuation 
reports, see Delos F. Wilcox, Report Upon the Value of the 
Street Railway Property of the Minneapolis Street Railway 
Company As of fanuary 1, 1922, 1:42^3 (Minneapolis, 
1922). A good example ofthe Socialist critique ofthe Cappelen 
report is in a Van Lear campaign flyer entitled The Street Rad­
way Franchise: Why Does the Street Railway Company Want a 
Renewal ofthe Franchise Now? (copy in the Minnesota Histor­
ical Society library). 

2^Anderson, in National Municipal Review, 9:78 (first 
quote); New Times, June 10, 1916, p. 4 (second quote). Van 
bears assessment of company profits was somewhat exagger­
ated but largely accurate and generally well known. See, for 
example, C. G. Goodrich, A History ofthe Minneapolis Street 
Railway Company: Covering ,35 Years, 1873-1908, 33 (Min­
neapolis, f909). 

^"For summaries of the situation revealed by a court-
ordered investigation in 1922, see Hedges, in The Nation, 
66-68; Olmsted, in National Municipal Review, 12:376-,380. 
Both articles are based largely on the findings ot Delos Wilcox 
in his 1922 report. 

actual value of the property at approximately 10 mdlion 
dollars. Cappelen placed it at about 26 mdlion dollars, 
basing his official appraisal entirely upon the cost of 
reproduction minus depreciation. He also allowed 4 mil­
lion dollars for "'going concern value. "̂ ® 

Van Lear immediately called upon voters to "'stop the 
$15,000,000 street-car franchise grab." He argued that 
the company had been milking the citx' for more than a 
million dollars annually above any reasonable return on 
its actual investment. "'If the company," he said, "could 
be made to expend one-fourth of the money it is paying 
out in dividends on its watered stock, the city could have 
all the lines it needed. " fn support of this, he pointed to 
cities like Detroit, Cleveland, Mdwaukee, Columbus, 
Indianapolis, and Des Moines, all of which, he claimed, 
had lower fares with better streetcar service than Min­
neapolis. Public oxxoiership was the remedy that Van 
Lear espoused. But even if the franchise were granted, 
he added, it should not be renegotiated until f 923 xvhen 
the old franchise would e.xpire.^^ 

Langum's campaign committee was laced with lead­
ing Minneapolis bankers and businessmen who had close 
ties with the streetcar conipany through the Northwest­
ern Bank. At one meeting, Charles Fowler, the commit­
tee chairman, had claimed to know nothing about the 
enabling act passed by the 1915 legislature which al­
lowed franchise negotiations to begin eight years early. 
He said he had not even visited the legislature in 1915. 
In a letter published on October 28, 1916, by the New 
Times, a committee clerk for the f915 legislature called 
Fowler a liar, stating that Fowler had in fact lobbied on 
behalf of the streetcar company. In a statement that xvas 
typical ot iiiucli public response to the campaign, the 
letter writer declared: ""7 am not a .socialist, however I 
shall vote for Thos. Van Lear because I am convinced 
that he will better serve the interests of the people of 
Minneapolis. " The full extent ofthe graft and the bribery 
associated xvith the Minneapolis Street Railway Com­
pany during these years and the high levels of city gov­
ernment involved were not officially revealed untd 1922, 
but by 1916, the smell of corruption was in the air in 
Minneapolis — and the people voted against it.^" 

A third major factor xvbicb assisted Van Lear's elec­
tion in the presidential year of 1916 xvas an unofficial 
coalition with the supporters of Woodrow Wdson. Lan­
gum xvas clearly identified as a Republican and a backer 
of Char les Evans H u g h e s . After the e lect ion, on 
November 8, the Minneapolis Journal claimed that the 
leading Wilson men in town had been openly for Van 
Lear and that "for the last week the cry in downtown 
Minneapolis wards had been 'Wilson and Van Lear . '" 

Journal reporters had even noticed banners proclaiming 
"Wilson and Van Lear.'" The Minneapolis Tribune re­
ported a ""working agreement" between Wilson and Van 
Lear supporters as '"one of the strong contributing fac-
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tors" to Van Lear's electoral victory. The election returns 
tend to bear this out. Not only did Van Lear run far 
ahead of the Socialist candidates for governor and presi­
dent; Wilson sxvept all eight wards Van Lear carried.^^ 

Perhaps the best xvay to summarize the Socialists' 
success is to say that in Minneapolis in 1916 essentially 
moderate men xvere confronted by immoderate issues 
and voted accordingly. ^̂  Van Lear's version of socialism 
appeared as an attractive and reasonable alternative in 
this political context. The city of Minneapolis during the 
first txvo decades ofthe twentieth century was faced with 
several xvrencbing problems ofthe industrial-urban revo­
lution. The political system, shaken by the Ames scan­
dals and disorganized by the nonpartisan primary law, 
had not yet begun to stabdize. The antiunion drive ofthe 
Citizens' Alliance shattered any idea that organized labor 
might become in the foreseeable future even a junior 
partner in the industrial government of Minneapolis. In 
fact, the complete victor)' of big capital over organized 
labor was a haunting fear. The public utility corporations 
seemed to be preparing to tighten their grip on the 
throat of the public, apparently corrupting councdmen 
and manipulating state legislators at wdl. 

Minneapolis voters came to associate the solutions to 
these problems xvitii socialism, or at least with Van 
Lear's Socialist party. Some remained reformers; some 
became radicals. But in 1916, regardless of ideology, 
when several of these great municipal problems came 
dramatically to a head, a majority of the city's voters 
turned to Thomas Van Lear.^^ 

Although the election of 1916 xx'as only the beginning 
for Van Lear's term as mayor, it was in some ways the 
climax of his political career and the career of the Min­
neapolis Socialist party. Shortly after he took office, he 
and his party found themselves hopelessly embroded in 
the debates over loyalty and civil rights during World 
War I. As a result, many of the real issues of municipal 
government xvere lost from sight. The war was fought in 
Minneapolis, and there were casualties. One casualty 
was the local Socialist party.^^ 

By the time of the municipal election of f9f8, Van 
Lear and much of the organized labor movement of 
Minneapolis had left or been driven from the Socialist 
party because of their opposition to the party's refusal to 
support the American war effort. They continued a form 
of the labor-socialist-reform coalition through a newly 
organized group called the Municipal Nonpart isan 
League, which later was expanded into the state-wide 
Working People's Nonpartisan Political League — the 
labor counterpart of Arthur C. Townley's Farmers' Non­
partisan League. ̂ ^ 

In spite of strong opposition from Governor Joseph 
A. A. Burnquist and the Minnesota Commission of Pub­
lic Safety, the Working People's Nonpartisan Political 
League made strong showings in Minneapolis municipal 

elections during the war and after. Van Lear lost very 
close mayoral races in 1918 and 1921, and Nonpartisan 
League candidates gradually increased their representa­
tion on the city councO until, in 1923, they captured a 
majority of seats — the high point for labor influence in 
the city council.^® 

By this time, however, virtually all of the old Van 
Lear coalition of I9I6 had moved from the Socialist party 
to the newly developing Farmer-Labor movement. And 
by 1925, due partly to the failure of Robert M. LaFol-
lette's presidential candidacy in f924 and to subsequent 
antiradical and even antipolitical pressures from the 
American Federation of Labor, the heart of Van Lear's 
support, Minneapolis organized labor, was out of the 
business of political activity altogether.^''' But for fifteen 
years, from 1910 to 1925, a coalition of reformers, 
Socialists, and trade unionists had held much ofthe polit­
ical power in the city of Minneapolis. At the heart ofthe 
coalition had always been more than a few Socialist lead­
ers and dedicated followers who believed that by facing 
honestly the problems ofthe twentieth-century city they 
were making the first step on the long journey toward a 
co-operative commonwealth. 

^' Minneapolis City Council, Proceedings, 1916, p. 1031-
1036; Minnesota, Legislative Manual, 1917, p. 396; Min­
neapolis Journal, November 8, 1916, p. 1; Minneapolis 
Tribune, November 8, 1916, p. 1. 

2̂ A parallel has recently been drawn between this election 
and the Minneapohs mayoral race of 1969, in which Charles 
Stenvig was able to win because he became identified as the 
only man on the majority side ofthe one big issue, which that 
year was laxv and order. See Richard M. Scammon and Ben J. 
Wattenberg, The Real Majority, 233 (New York, 1970). The 
authors atso note (p. 232) that Stenvig ran xvell in the same 
xvards that Van Lear carried. 

^^The Socialist party platform of 1916 confronted all of 
these issues in its working program, in addition to thoroughly 
denouncing the capitalist system. See New Times, March 18, 
1916, p. 1. 

^^Nord, "Socialism in One City,"" 109-141; Weinstein, De­
cline of Socialism in America, 140-143. For a general discus­
sion of wartime repression in Minnesota, see Carol Jenson, 
'"Loyalty as a Political Weapon: The 1918 Campaign in Min­
nesota,"" in Minnesota History, 43:43-57 (Summer, 1972). 

'^^Minneapolis Labor Review, December 20, 1918, p. 1, 3; 
Minnesota State Federation of Labor, Proceedings of the 
Thirty-Fifth Convention, f917, p. 44; Nord, ""Sociahsm in One 
City,"" 149-183; Chrislock, Progressive Era in Minnesota, 182, 

^''Minneapolis City Council, Proceedings, 1918, p. 620-
631, 1921, p. 1380, 1923, p. 1400; Minneapolis Journal, June 
12, 1923, p. 1; Minneapolis Labor Review, June 15, 1923, p. 1. 

'^''Minneapolis Labor Review, February 6, p. 2, February 
13, p. 3, 1925; Chrislock, Progressive Era in Minnesota, 183-
193. 

THE PORTRAIT of Van Lear on page 5 is published through 
the courtesy ofthe Hennepin County Historical Society. Other 
photographs are from the Minnesota Historical Society collec­
tion. 
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