
xvould see that this preacher's license was revoked, '"and 
that too xerv soon. " '" 

SOLOMON G. 
COMSTOCK 

KNUTE 
NELSON 

IGNATIUS 
DONNELLY 

T H E 1876 LEGISLATURE worked iiard and met faith­
fully, xvith few absences, in long sessions. In three 
months it considered 847 bills and passed a total of .397. 
Of the latter, 245 xvere special laxvs.'^ A letter to the 
Anoka Republican described special legislation this way: 

"Does Smith xxant to drain his hay marsh, or the 
widow O'Flannigan desire to build a high pen 
forninst [up against] her neighbor's front win­
doxv, or does Stebbins want an act to help him out 
of a law suit, when he is on the losing side, straight-
xvay a bill is introduced by the local member 
the rules are suspended, and presto, xvithout de­
bate or criticism, out it comes from the legislatixe 
mill, a full fledged law, to cumber die statutes, 
often to grind some one's prix-ate axe, and often to 
xvork great injustice to parties xvho knoxv nothing 
of the pendence or passage of the bill. "'•' 
Many special laws did xvhat state departments do 

today. Others made decisions better left to courts — 
adoptions, name changes, naming of disputed heirs, and 
the like. About f.50 of the 245 special laxvs met requests 
familiar to present-day laxvmakers. They included ena­
bling a local governing bodx to contravene an inconven­
ient charter prox'ision, raising a countx" official's salary, 
and bypassing a local council for surer, speedier action. 

Some amusing insights into p rob lems that set 
neighbor against frontier neighbor can be gained from 
local bills forbidding fences and one alloxving Faribault to 
appoint ""fence xievvers ' to limit the height of offending 
structures. Another act forbade boisterous neighbors 
from beating drums, bloxving horns, or discharging fire­
arms xvhile taking part in charivaris on xvedding nights 
unless tbex xvere vv illing to spend ninety daxs in jail or to 
pay a fine up to $100. Similar penalties xvould applx' to 
fights vvith a weapon and disturbances at school meet­
ings.'"'" 

A legislator eager for re-election usuallx' tried to lo­
cate a state institution iu bis countx'. Aldiough the A/i)i-
neapolis Tribune decried Kandiyohi Countx's effort to 
get the state capitol and loudly criticized efforts to build 
local economies by ins t i tu t iona l b ids , that paper 
suggested the most audacious grab of all. A nexv site 
should be finnid fiir the state capitol building, now too 
close to a "bustling commercial city" xxhich disturbs "the 
mental facilities of die xvise Solons of state." At Min­
nehaha Falls, tbev would hax e the necessarx "ciuiet and 

''Chatjield Democrat, Febrnarv 12, 1876, p. 3. 
•''Minnesota, Laws. 1876, index to ueueral laws, v-\iv, 

index to special laws, iii-\vi. 
''"'(,̂ )uoted in Pioneer-Press, March 3, 1876, p. 2. 
'"Minnesota, Laws, 1876, p. 72-73. 311. 
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seclusion" and yet xvould be near enough to Minneapolis 
and St. Paul "to enable the physically tired and mentally 
prostrated legislator to seek rehef from the cares of state 
in the giddy dissipation of either." Property owners 
would be glad to donate land, on xvbich neutral ground 
"xvould St. Paul's ambition be gratified, for she xvould 
have "married' Minneapolis. "̂ ^ 

Being named the county seat xvas next in importance 
to captiiring an institution. Prefiguring the 1976 strug­
gle, the Sherburne County seat xvas relocated in 1876 — 
from Elk River to Big Lake. Le Sueur County's court­
house went from Cleveland to Le Sueur Centre . A bill to 
move Scott County s seat from Shakopee to Jordan 
passed the bouse at the request of first-term Democrat 
John W. Callender. It xvas "a little scheme of bis to 
benefit bis Jordan farm," raged the Shakopee Argus, 
xx'hicb characterized the measure as a "real estate bill 

misnamed a county seat bifl. " Although the bill was 
introduced only eight days before the session's end, vot­
ers got to Senator MacDonald of Shakopee in three times 
the number that xvere on Callender's petition for re­
moval, so ""no one in the Senate could lie found bad 
enough to vote for the bill. "•'" 

Such broad areas of state responsibility as xvelfare and 
education received scanty at tent ion a century ago. 
Needy persons not seived by the county had to look to 
neighbors or religious institutions for help. Even the 
debates on grasshopper relief were guided by the stern 
principle of God helps those xvho help themselves — 
though this principle matched freedom from devastation 
with amazing geographical exactitiide. Representative 
John F. Norrish, Democratic merchant from Hastings, 
declared it "a dangerous precedent" for the whole state 
to pay for "a local affliction." The Minneapolis Tribune 
xvas sure of legislative agreement that taxing prosperous 
citizens for support of the poor "would be most disas­
trous." The Taylors Falls J owned saxv no more reason to 
help grasshopper victims than lumbermen whose logs 
got caught in a drought, though the more detached 
Pioneer-Press editorialized that "logs tied up one year 
may come down the next, xvhile grasshopper losses are 
irreparable."-'" 

. . . . . . ^ . . . w , 1 ^ . .^^-^ - ^ ^ . . , . . . ^ . 

"'Folwell, Minnesota, 4;l53-\54; Pioneer-Press, February 
15, 1876, p. 4; February 24, 1876, p. 2; March 1, 1876, p. 1; 
Shakopee Argus, February 24, 1876, p. 1, 

"'-Pioneer-Press, February 18, 1876, p. 4; February 26, 
1876, p. 2 (quote); February 27, 1876, p. ? (quoting the 
Goodhue County Republiean). 

The 1876 session could boast of one important accom­
plishment in the field of education. David Burt, state 
superintendent of public instruction, had asked for redis­
tribution of state aids on the basis of enrollment, not 
school-age population. To underscore apportionment in­
equities, Burt cited a metropolitan high rate of $3.66 per 
pupil iu Ramsey County and a rural loxv of $1.05 in 
Winona County. The requested change — enacted on 
February 25 — vvould mean an average of $f .48. The 
senate also passed a bill to aid high schools in preparing 
students for the university, but this got only to a second 
reading, on Feliruary 29, in the bouse."" 

Uppermost in parents ' minds xvas the exorbitant 
price of textbooks. Here xvas a cause tailor-made for 
Donnelly. Never in his long career did public need and 
private grudge find so happy a meeting place. He had 
been responsible xvhile a congressman for setting up the 
national board of education, so boxv could he sit idly by 
in his oxvn state xx'hile eastern monopolists made profits 
of 60 to f 00 per cent on books that only xvell-to-do par­
ents could afford for would-be students? This was the 
third session in xvhich Donnelly bad waged an almost 
successful fight on the issue. He proposed a commission 
(governor, superintendent of public instruction, unix'er­
sity president, educator Sanford Niles, and himself) to 
oxersee xvriting of texts by state scholars, printing of 
texts by reform-school inmates, and free distribution."' 

Donnelly bolstered his cause xvith estimates from the 
xvefl-knoxvn St. Paul printer, David Ramaley, that an 
initial inxestment of $75,000 xvould save $98,000 the first 
year and $f20,000 every second year thereafter. These 
figures xvere ""seconded " by Fobvell and the Reverend 
Edxvard D. Neill, president of Macalester College. Al­
though it passed the senate 30 to 5, the bill xvas defeated 
bx' four votes in the house, probably because of vicious 
press attacks on government in business. The sarcastic 
reaction of the Pioneer-Press xx'as: ""It only remains noxv 
for Mr. Donnelly to introduce a bill to set up the state in 
the manufacture of school furni ture , desks, maps , 
globes, stoves and things of that character. " And xx'liy not 
school buildings? the St. Paul paper asked. The Goodhue 
County Republican echoed: "Noxv let Mr. Donnelb- start 
a state boot and shoe factory" since footxvear is an 
""enormous " family expense."'-^ 

It is difficult to leave the subject of education xvithout 
referring to MacDonald's bifl to prohibit religious teach­
ing in public schools. Upon discovering that Catholic 
doctrine xvas being taught in St. Cloud schools by use of 
German and calling it foreign language instruction, the 
education committee reduced the controxersx' in Mac­
Donald's hill hy making it a prohibition of foreign lan­
guage instruction. Y'ale spoke for this milder measure; 
though a Protestant, he xvould rather have. Catholic 
dogma taught than none at all. Wilkinson, xvith bis inim­
itable ability tii conbise au issue, charged that the Re-
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publicaVi party made it a policy to exploit Protestant prej­
udice against Catholics, his Blue Earth opponent. Gen­
eral James H. Baker, having campaigned against him as 
an enemy of public schools. He also liked the milder 
way, as he did not xvant his Protestant friend, Mac­
Donald, to be hurt in his Catholic constituency. Mac­
Donald indicated he could not care less. Anyway, his 
Catholic constituents had never pressured him on the 
issue, he said. H e wanted it unders tood that both 
Catholic and Protestant creeds were being taught in 
Minnesota schools, in both English and foreign lan­
guages. Complete prohibition was the only remedy."'^ 

In a second long debate, Lienau got in some ex­
pected anticlerical blows, as did others. After this, Knute 
Nelson tried unsuccessfully to amend the bill to allow 
Bible reading in schools. Surely, he said, ""Minnesotans 
were not ready to outlaw the Bible! " Vote on final pas­
sage of MacDonald's bill xvas surprisingly close — f 8 for 
and 19 against. More surprisingly, almost every senator 
from an outstate constituency with a large Catholic popu­
lation voted-/or MacDonald's hill. They included, he-
s ides t h e au tho r himself, E d w a r d S. Brown of 
Washington County, Doran, Donnefly, Doughty, Hifl of 
Winona County, Lienau, Wilkinson, and Capser. Wil­
liam P. Murray, a St. Paul Catholic, was the only met­
ropolitan area senator to vote "yea. " 

Those voting against MacDonald's bill included not 
only the other metropolitan senators but ones from 
Scandinavian Protestant strongholds, like Anders K. 
Finseth of Goodhue County, Folsom, Nelson, Andrew 
B. Robbins of Kandiyohi, Henry G. Page of Otter Tail, 
and John H. Smith of Houston County.'^^ 

LIKE B I R D - W A T C H E R S , legislative-xvatchers are 
most intrigued by the rare specimen. Every rara avis of 
f876 was in the senate. In the bouse. Speaker Kinyon 
needed afl his skifl to keep his ordinary flock together 
and flying in one direction. However, under his firm and 
constant direction, the house kept working in an "unob­
trusive, bum-drum style, " content to put bills through 
"with very little discussion." House lassitude was cer­
tainly due in part to the roasting temperature and bad 
ventilation in that chamber, the air being as "fetid each 
9 a.m. as at 6 p .m." Members complained bitterly of ill-
health and many colds."'^ 

The Senate Journcd seldom records anyone but 
Lieutenant Governor James B. Wakefield as presiding 
over the senate. Unlike Kinyon, his problem was finding 
willing alternates, not capable ones. On one occasion 
Senator Murray thanked him for the invitation hut xvas 
sure Wakefield understood that he, Wilkinson, Don­
nelly, MacDonald, and '"probably all the rest" had a 
"woodchuck" to look after "and therefore did not want to 

be in the chair. """ 
The prima donnas of the session xvere not only exclu­

sively in the senate but exclusively of the opposition. 
Lienau's center-stage activities were confined pretty 
much to a fexv causes. Donnelly, disgruntled by gloatings 
of the state and national press at his "modest majority of 
36" (and by such epithets as "the Minnesota windbag" 
and "persevering blatherskite"), had threatened to sit out 
the session with folded arms ""patiendy" waiting for a 
""political revolution" — a meaningless threat, since he 
brought revolution with hini."^ Disregarding public 
calumny, be constantly and impatiently pursued xvhat 
seemed to his peers ill-considered demagogic reforms. 
This article reveals little of Donnelly's mettle, as the 
three subjects on xvhich it has concentrated were not 
Donnelly's metier. Usurers, land-grabbers, railroad ba­
rons, timber thieves, bearers of the gold standard — 
these xvere his target. He was a one-man Consumer Pro­
tection Agency of his age. Rightly criticized in the press 
and the senate for slowing down the legislative pace, he 
nevertheless achieved some partial and important re­
forms, called early attention to bureaucratic abuses and 
despoliation of our natural resources, spoke for the dis­
gruntled, and cleared the thickets for paths noxv labeled 
"public policy. " 

The third prima donna was Wilkinson xx'ho, overcon-
scious of bis previous higher public positions, took on 
himself the task of upholding senate dignity. His first 
brush xvas xvith the outgoing secretary of state, Samuel 
P. Jennison, who had been asked for a certified abstract 
of the contested results in the thirty-eighth senatorial 
district. Jennison, a man ""unfortunately addicted to 
humor," had '"cheerfully " forxvarded the figures, accom­
panied by a protest against a single house of the legisla­
ture asking him for records by means of a resolution, 
rather than a bill passed by both houses. According to 
the Minneapolis Tribune, this xvas all in jest, as xvas Jen-
nison's final sentence: ""I think it my duty, then, respect­
fully to assert the high constitutional dignity ofthe office 
from xxhich I am about to retire. " Unfortunateb', "the 
tall Senator from Blue Earth abhors more than all else 
abhorrent an attempt at humor by anyone xvho has 
the dignitx- of a public office to sustain. " Thus he rose to 
his ""highest altitude of outraged dignity " at this instance 
of an officer of the state instructing the senate in ""its 

"'•^Pioneer-Press, February 17, 1876, p. 4. 
'"Pioneer-Press. Februarv' 26, 1876, p. 4; Senate Journal, 

1876, p. .337 (for vote). For material on religious and racial 
aspects of constituencies, see Neil A. Markus, "Areal Pattems 
of Rehgious Denominationalism in Minnesota, 1950, " master's 
tliesis, 1961, Universitv ofMinnesota. The Minnesota Histori­
cal Societv has a tvpescript copy. 

'"'Pioneer-Press, Februarx' 13, 1876, p. 4 (first quotes); Feb­
ruarx 19, 1876, p. 4 ("fetid" (juote). 

""Pioneer-Press, February 22, 1876, p. 4. 
''''Pioneer-Press. November 11, 1875, p. 2 ((juoting the 

Chicago Times); November 18, 1875, p. 2. 
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rights, prix ileges. and duties. " He reminded diat body of 
"the grandeur and scope of its official dignitx " and ob­
tained the consent of all members except Yale and 
Charles H. Graves of Duluth to keep Jennison's figures 
and return ihe " impertinent" letter. The Piiniccr-Press 
expressed the amused hope that civil war will not groxv 
out ol this conflict of jurisdictions between the executive 
and legislative branches of the state government 
since to an "indifferent public" both branches seemed 
"to be putting on a good deal more airs than the circum­
stances wan-ant.""" 

A couple of xxeeks later, Wilkinson was iu the midst 
of a stem-winding speech when a second assault was made 
on the dignitx' ot the senate. The chitl clerk of the house, 
George W. Busxvell of Faribault Couutx', had devtdoped 
the unhappx' practice of interrupting senate business bx-
bursting iu xvith annoimcemeuts of house actions. The 
senate sergeant-at-arms, Ge(n-ge \\ ' . Benedict of Sauk 
Rapids, having been a senator bimstlf the last term, xvas 
determined to extend full senatorial courtesy to a bouse 
officer and thus xxould fling the door open, rush to the 
desk and announce, "Mr. President, the chief clerk of 
the house!" The response of that ""extra-irritable and 
doubly dignified senator " xx-as predictable. He '"took his 
seat xvith profiiund disgust. """ 

Yale, iu the chair, doubtlessly irritated at this re­
peated interruption, and perhaps anxious to fiirestall an 
explosion from Wilkinson's corni'r, reprimanded Be­
nedict in xx'hat xxere fiir Y'ale harsh terms. The St. Paul 
reporter, delighted at this earlx-session exciteinent, re­
peated the storx- xvith colorful details. The next day Y'ale 
publiclx' apologized fiir speaking ""too harshly,' as he and 
all other senators bad the highest regard fiir Benedict. 
He esiiecialb- regretted that he bad led the reporter to 
describe the sergeant as ""oxer-officious xxfien he xvas 
""rather modest and retiring. " The icportcr, glad to plax' 
out the game, apologized to bodi Yale and Benedict, and 
"if the chief clerk of the house is sorry for his part in this 
lamentable trouble, the reporter generously fiirgixes 
him. Let us have peace. ''̂ " 

Every session must have at least one tension-
relieving joke. In 1876 it was the translation and print­
ing of the two governors' addresses. On Januaiy 11 
Lienau made a serious motion to provide 2,000 copies in 
English, 1,000 in German, and 800 each in Swedish and 
Norwegian. Andrew Nelson, from the Scandinavian con-
stihiency of Meeker County, moved that Norxvegian and 
Swedish copies he upped to f,000 each. Then the fun 
began. Murray moved to print 500 in French, bringing 

""Minneaiiolis Tribune. January 9, 1876, p. 1; Pioneer-
Press, January 7, 1876, p. 2; Senate Journal, 1876, p. 13-15. 

""Minneapolis Tribune, December 31, 1875, p. 1; |amiarv 
9, 1876, p. 1; Pioneer-Press, January 25. 1876, p. 4. 

'"Pioneer-Press, January 26, 1876, p. 4. 
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l augh te r and an object ion from Joseph H. Clark, 
serious-minded farmer from Dodge County, that there 
were only 1,800 Frenchmen in Minnesota, of xxlioiii onlv 
about 300 voted. Well then, ansxvered Murrax', the extra 
copies could s e n e as a "good emigration document." 
Ex-en greater laughter greeted the motion of Michael 
Doran, Irish banker from Irish Le Sueur County, that 
200 copies be printed iu Celtic. Even die usualb' sensi­
ble Y'ale entered into the spirit o f the occasion, moving 
500 copies in Polish, since Minnesota had as many Polish 
immigrants as French, Asked by Murray xvhether a 
Polish printer could be found for the job, Y'ale said be 
understood that in Murray's county of Ramsey all mar­
vels xx'ere to be found. After a bit more fanciful skirmish­
ing, the original resolution xvas defeated 27 to 9, to be 
saved for another dull day."' 

In the next "debate" on this question, Armstrong 
conjured up pictures of his Norxvegian and Sxvedish con­
stituents reading the translated speeches ""at their fire­
sides during the evenings and on Sundays." Of course, 
agreed Lienau, the speeches should be printed and 
xvidely distributed. However, since the treasury could 
not afford the burden, costs should be taken from the 
inebriate asylum fund, a proposal which drexv the ex­
pected laughter. On a later day, after such motions as 
500 copies in the Welsh dialect had been disposed of, the 
senate voted 1,000 copies in German, Sxvedish, and 
Norxvegian, and 500 in French."-

The bouse faced the issue xvitii more seriousness but 
less success. It first ""vigorously " rejected Pettit's motion 
to print 1,000 copies ofthe governors' messages in Ger­
man, Noi-wegian, Swedish, and French, and 500 copies 
in Welsh. John D. Good, Morris lumber dealer repre­
senting a piedomiiiantly Sxvedish constituency, believed 
that, since plates were available from the senate printing, 
another 1,000 could be printed in Sxvedish for $165. 
After John Lunkenheimer, who kept a livery stable in St. 
Paul, asked for 1,000 for his German-speaking con­
stituents, Frank X. Goulet, county auditor from Croxv 
Wing, sought 500 in French. Then Daniel Bassett, a 
lumberman from Minneapolis, brought the debate to a 
climax by moving for 1,000 copies in Chinese — a height 
of absurdity from which the resolution never descended 
to the reality of house action.^^ 

LEGISLATIVE leadership cannot be defined within the 
bounds of one session, but it is possible to point to 
achievements of several men who made things run for 
sixty hectic days in 1876. To Yale's parliamentary skills, 
for example. To Kinyon's patience in maintaining some 
kind of marching order among his raw, often unruly re­
cruits. To White and Pettit who opened the purse only 
for acute necessities. To Comstock and Gilman who 
voiced the needs of the frontier. To Graves and Denny 
who linked political party and legislative majority. To the 

rambunctious Donnelly, troublesome for the moment, 
indispensable for the future. Others used the 1876 ses­
sion to build for higher seivice: MacDonald xvitii his loud 
objections to tbriftlessness and sectarianism; John B. 
Gilfillan with his competent filling of Pillsburys shoes; 
Poehler and Hall vx'itb their constant care for rural needs. 
Most notable of all: Knute Nelson, who used his poxx'ers 
sparingly in debate, decisively in the chair, firmly in his 
judiciary assignment, and most fully in his party, ulti­
mately to garner the highest honors his state could be-
stoxv. 

In 1876 these important Minnesota men seemed 
mostly to get in each other's way. No trumpets sounded 
xx'ben the session ended, but blasts xvere plentiful. The 
tired St. Paul Dispatcii reporter xvas most bitter: 

'"The writer has "xvatcbed out' thirteen consecu­
tive closing nights in Minnesota legislative ses­
sions, but be has never seen the equal of the 
d i so rde r ly and disgraceful conduc t of the 
grasshopper House last night. From ten o'clock in 
the evening until the adjournment a fexv minutes 
before four in the morning, the House was simply 
an uncouth mob. But for the discretion and 

good judgment of Speaker Kinyon . . the gen­
eral appropriation bifl xvould have failed, xvbich 
would have r e q u i r e d a special ses­
sion. . While there xvere many able men in 
the House, that body, as a xvhole, xvas no more fit 
to make laxvs than a bog is to occupy a pulpit."^-" 

The repor te r for the Rochester Record and Union 
confined his disi l lusionment to capsule space: The 
present legislature affords the best argument of afl for 
biennial sessions.'^-' 

The Pioneer-Press took a sarcastic line: ""An obscure 
country nexvspaper says the Pioneer-Press had no 
influence wdth the late legislature. That is a compliment 
for which the Pioneer-Press returns its thanks. The late 
legislature xvas one of the legislatures xvbicb it augured 
no honor for a self-respecting journal to have influence 
xvith."'" 

To all of xx'hicb comments on the session of f876, the 
author xvould only like to add: It xx'asn't dull. 

"Pioneer-Press. Januarx- 12, 1876, p, 3, 
''-Pioneer-Press, lanuaiv 28, 1876. p. 4; Februarv 3, 1876, 

p. 4. 
'•'House Journal, 1876, p. 181, 192; Pioneer-Press. Feb­

ruaiy 3, 13, 1876, each p. 4. 
' ' Quoted in die Minneapidis Tribune, March 4, 1876. p. 4. 
"'Rochester Recoril and Union, Februarv' 18, 1876, p. 2; 

Minneapolis Tribune, March 4, 1876, p. 2. 
'"Pioneer-Press. March 7, 1876, p. 2. 

THE PHOTOGRAPHS published with this article are all from 
the audio-visual library of the Minnesota Historical Society. 
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