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committee failed to appear and much time was spent in trying 
to assemble the committee. Finally it convened and a resolu­
tion embodying the names of the duly-elected delegates to the 
convention was offered. In this list the names of Kindred 
men appeared only for the Kindred counties. Colonel Johnston 
refused to put the resolution to a vote and announced that he 
would be governed by no instructions. Comstock, a member 
of the committee, then called for a vote, and the resolution was 
carried five to three. Colonel Johnston defied the committee, 
announcing that he would organize a convention according to 
his own ideas, whereupon the committee, adopting the only 
course left to it, deposed Johnston from the chairmanship by 
a vote of five to four and elected Barto in his stead.6 The 
deposition of Johnston made it apparent that there was going 
to be a lively row over the control of the convention hall. 
There was a rush to get possession of it and, although a large 
number of Kindred's special police were on guard, a good 
many of the Nelson men gained admittance.7 As Kindred had 
practically a full complement of contesting delegates, he had 
enough to make a full-sized convention of his own. 

Barto, the new committee chairman, was a very fleshy man 
with a big heart and a large stomach, kindly in disposition, but 

°The question whether or not a committee had the right to depose a 
chairman in this manner was warmly discussed in the ensuing campaign. 
James G. Blaine, to whom the matter was referred, decided that a com­
mittee could remove the chairman. The editor of the Tribune of 
Minneapolis, General A. Bayard Nettleton, submitted the question to 
Edward McPherson, the parliamentarian of the national House of Repre­
sentatives. McPherson's views coincided with those of Blaine. Senator 
Sumner had been removed as chairman of the Senate committee on foreign 
affairs because he refused to obey the committee's instructions, and Sena­
tor Cameron was elected in his place. Schuyler Colfax, speaker of the 
national House of Representatives and vice president under Grant, also 
supported the right of the committee to remove its chairman. 

7According to Harlan P. Hall the "Kindred men, to guard against 
accidents, had smuggled a force into the hall at n a. m., and they had 
lunch sent in and camped there. When the Nelson men marched in a body 
from the tent to the hall they were astonished to find all the front seats 
occupied. " Hall, Observations: Being More or Less a History of Political 
Contests in Minnesota from 1849 to 1904, 287 (St. Paul, 1904). 
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a little easy and a bit groggy when it came to unusual activity 
in getting possession of a platform. When the delegates con­
vened, Johnston and Barto both appeared on the platform. 
Each called for nominations for chairman of the convention. 
Neither stopped to read the call. One of the Nelson men 
nominated Comstock and Barto put the motion. At the same 
time one of the Kindred faction named Elon G. Holmes of 
Detroit for chairman and Johnston put this motion. Every­
body voted aye, and thus both Holmes and Comstock were 
elected chairman.8 Both went to the stage and attempted to 
proceed with the convention's business, but from that time on 
pandemonium ruled. 

Johnston announced that he had hired the hall in his own 
name and not on behalf of the committee. He therefore de­
manded that the Nelson men who were disturbing the conven­
tion should be put out of the hall. Comstock attempted to 
keep his position and Holmes ordered his arrest. The sheriff 
of Becker County made certain maneuvers and Comstock an­
nounced, " I yield to the majesty of the law. " " The Nelson 
men, " as Holmes puts it, " then withdrew to the tent which 
they had already prepared as their meeting place. " 

Harlan P. Hall, editor of the St. Paul Globe, which at that 
time was the Democratic organ of the state and a newspaper 
which always printed the things which the Republicans did not 
want printed but which the people liked to read, was present 
to report the convention. In his Observations, written some 
twenty years later, Hall said of this collision, known as the 
" duel convention " : 

Every one seemed to be yelling at the same time. Holmes and 
Comstock stood side by side and their respective adherents would 
rush to the front and make motions which the chairman would 
declare carried. After about five minutes of this scene, ex-

8 One report states that when Comstock was elected chairman, Soren 
Listoe of Fergus Falls, who was a Kindred supporter, called out to Kin­
dred, who stood outside a window of the hall, " Comstock has been made 
chairman"; and an affidavit has been made that Kindred called back, 
" Clean him out and recognize but one chairman." 



ioo ELMER E. ADAMS MAY 

Sheriff Mertz, of Brainerd, a very resolute man and a warm 
friend of Kindred, jumped on the platform and, grabbing Com­
stock, tried to pull him off, saying, " You have no business here. " 
It was scarcely a second before 30 or 40 men were on the stage to 
aid Comstock and Mertz respectively, and they were a good deal 
hustled about. Comstock stood his ground well and resisted being 
dragged off the platform, but did not strike a blow. The crowd 
had overturned the reporters' table and we had mounted an ex­
temporized table to get a view of the fight. As the excitement was 
at its highest, crash went our table and we were all tumbled pro­
miscuously to the floor. I believe that little accident was providen­
tial. It made a laugh, and laughter and anger are not close 
friends. It also diverted attention for a moment and by the time 
we had picked ourselves up from the floor, the sheriff, with 10 or 
12 deputies, was on the platform commanding the peace and 
hustling men off the stage. . . . Johnson finally shouted an order 
to clear the stage of every one but the committee and the reporters. 
That would have removed both Holmes and Comstock. He said he 
had hired the hall and would have it cleared. On this announce­
ment a Nelson man shouted: " I move the convention adjourn 
to the tent on the prairie." Comstock put the motion and de­
clared it carried. . . . H. L. Gordon, of Minneapolis (not a dele­
gate or even a resident of the district) mounted a chair and urged 
the Nelson, Graves and Gilman men to leave. A deputy sheriff 
grabbed him and escorted him to the door as a disturber of the 
peace.8 

Comstock carried his right to be chairman to the tent and 
took charge of the Nelson convention. As neither chairs nor 
tables were available, it was a case of standing room only. The 
district committee had acted as a committee on credentials 
and the delegates named by them were given seats, but not 
chairs. There were representatives from twenty counties, 
leaving the eight counties which were unquestionably for Kin­
dred unrepresented. A platform was adopted which breathed 
loyalty to the party and its principles and denounced Kindred. 
Halvor Steenerson of Crookston then nominated Knute Nel­
son, Colonel Daniel G. Cash presented the name of Colonel 
Graves, and Barto nominated Gilman. Graves and Gilman 
had remained in the race thinking that Nelson and Kindred 

9 Hall, Observations, 288-290. 
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would so divide the delegates that a third man would be a 
necessity, but they had allied themselves with the Nelson wing. 
In the balloting Nelson received forty-four votes, Graves seven, 
and Gilman ten. Nelson was accordingly declared the nominee 
of the convention and made a speech of acceptance. Gilman, 
Graves, Hanford L. Gordon, and Albert Scheffer made ratifi­
cation speeches, and the Nelson campaign was launched. 

While Nelson was being nominated in the tent, the Kin­
dred men were taking action in the hall. As Nelson's sup­
porters were withdrawing from the hall, Holmes announced 
that the only regular convention would be in the hall, but 
no Nelson man halted. Colonel Sleeper nominated Kindred 
in a glowing speech and no other name was presented. The 
roll call gave him sixty-four votes, and he was declared the 
nominee. After both conventions were over, Nelson, in com­
pany with " Thundering " Gordon, called on Kindred at the 
latter's hotel, but the call was only formal, and after a few 
pleasantries they separated and the battle was renewed. 

That evening was a lively one and a wild one in Detroit. 
The Volstead Act had not been passed and Detroit had always 
been wet. Kindred's brass bands paraded about the town with 
Kindred and Colonel Sleeper riding in a hack at the head of 
the procession. The women of Detroit, realizing that the 
crowd would have to be fed and desiring to make a little money 
for the cleaning up of the cemetery, held a supper, and it is 
said that Kindred, with his usual generosity, contributed one 
hundred dollars to the fund. 

After the Detroit convention, there was a great deal of 
speculation as to what the Democrats in the district would do. 
The Democrats were never very strong in the Fifth Con­
gressional District outside of Stearns County, the voters of 
which were so addicted to voting the Democratic ticket that 
they often voted against a Democrat if he was not properly 
labeled. The Kindred men were anxious that there should be 
no Democratic congressional candidate, for they expected the 
Democrats to vote for their candidate, who had received much 
Democratic support for his convention. The Nelson adherents, 
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while somewhat indifferent, preferred that a Democratic can­
didate should be put in the field. In any event a Democratic 
congressional convention was held at Fergus Falls on Septem­
ber 6. Colin F. Macdonald of St. Cloud presided. After the 
preliminaries, Sheriff M. Mickley of Stearns County nomi­
nated Edward P. Barnum of Sauk Center. Other names of­
fered were Robert Miller of Otter Tail and R. C. Moore of 
Stevens. An informal ballot gave Barnum fifty out of eighty-
eight votes. He was declared nominated and all efforts on the 
part of Kindred to get him out of the field were useless. 

After the Detroit convention the two factions had become 
so embittered that there was no such thing as harmonizing 
them. The contest could only be settled at the polls. Much 
effort was expended in attempting to show which was the reg­
ular nominee. The first six weeks after the Detroit conven­
tion were spent in organizing and in preparing campaign 
materials, and thereupon the speech-making campaign began. 

A Nelson campaign manual of about fifty pages, prepared 
by Gordon, a well-known political character and an able writer, 
was the most important political document of the campaign. 
It told the full details of Kindred's connection with the Nor­
thern Pacific Railway and its lands, and the history of his 
efforts to control the different county conventions. It also in­
cluded an account of the Detroit convention and presented the 
opinions of parliamentarians regarding the regularity of the 
convention. The document was signed by Gilman, who, as 
chairman of the congressional committee, conducted the Nel­
son campaign.10 The Kindred forces got out a printed sheet 
containing various charges against Nelson which was supplied 
to speakers and newspapers. It charged Nelson with party 
irregularity, claim jumping, drunkenness, licentiousness, and 
other faults. In reply to the charge that Nelson had jumped 
the claim of a man when he came to Alexandria his friends 

10 An Address to the Voters of the Fifth Congressional District of 
Minnesota (46 p.). Twenty-five thousand copies of this pamphlet were 
printed, but only two are now known to be in existence, one of which has 
been presented to the Minnesota Historical Society by Senator Nelson. 
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showed the contract by which he purchased and paid for a 
relinquishment of the land. They also sent to Wisconsin and 
got the proofs that he had not bolted a convention as was 
claimed. It is related that Judge John W. Willis of St. Paul, 
one of the leading Democratic orators of the state, spoke at 
Fergus Falls, and in his address he would first pick up the 
Kindred document and read about Nelson and then he would 
pick up the Nelson document and read about Kindred and, at 
frequent intervals, he would remark, " I don't know anything 
about either of the candidates but, if what they say about each 
other is true, then you ought to vote for Barnum, the Demo­
cratic candidate. " " 

Kindred could not get the support of as many newspapers 
as he desired and so he started three or four papers, one or two 
of them in the Norwegian language. It was at Kindred's in­
stance, for example, that the Fergus Falls Daily Telegram was 
started, under the direction of H. P. Hall of the St. Paul 
Globe. 

Although there were many speakers on the stump, Mr. 
Nelson carried the brunt of the campaign. He spoke in almost 

1 1 A circular printed in a Norwegian printing office in Fergus Falls and 
widely circulated sarcastically suggests the following reasons why Knute 
Nelson should be supported for Congress: 

He is employed to drive the poor settlers off their lands after they have 
made valuable improvements on them. 

He is the attorney for the Millers' association of Minneapolis, and 
through that corporation robs every wheat farmer of a portion of his crop 
when he brings it to market. 

He stood on the fence when the bill came up in the legislature to extend 
the St. Paul and Pacific railroad through Otter Tail and Douglas counties 
until several thousand acres of land were transferred to him. 

He has agreed to change his residence to Fergus in return for the sup­
port of the Fergus voters. 

H e is buying his way to congress, using more money and in the most 
corrupt manner ever known in American politics. 

He is an infidel! 
H e don't believe in God!! 
H e don't keep his promises to man. 
He is not an American!! 
He persecutes church people. 
H e threatens to disrupt the republican party by running independently 

in case he cannot buy or bulldoze a regular nomination. 

A copy of this circular has been presented to the Minnesota Historical 
Society by Senator Nelson. 
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every county of the great district, an arduous undertaking 
when one recalls the lack of transportation facilities in those 
days. He held his first meeting of the campaign on October 
2 at Thomson, a village near Duluth. The gathering was 
held in a schoolhouse and, while he was speaking from the 
teacher's platform with the usual blackboard behind it, some­
one threw an egg at him, but Nelson quickly dodged it and 
it splashed against the blackboard. At a hall where Nelson 
spoke in Verndale, Wadena County, a trap had been made in 
the middle of the speaker's platform by the sawing out of the 
supports, so that when Nelson stepped upon that particular, 
spot he would disappear underneath the platform. There was 
a big Norwegian lumberjack by the name of Hendrickson in 
the town who had been working with Clarence E. Bullard, 
who was making the arrangements. Before the meeting be­
gan, Hendrickson's Norwegian blood got the better of him 
and he told Bullard that if he allowed Nelson to step on the 
trap and go through it, he would thrash him within an inch 
of his life. This made such an impression on Bullard that he 
told Nelson to avoid stepping on a certain weak portion of the 
platform, and the meeting was conducted without disturbance. 
Such incidents show the character of the campaigning in those 
days. One Nelson meeting was held in Brainerd, Kindred's 
own stronghold. Nelson and thirty or forty of his supporters 
appeared on the platform before an audience composed entirely 
of Kindred adherents. Of the men on the platform Nelson 
was the only one who did not carry a gun. H e said he had 
never carried one since the Civil War. 

As the campaign progressed it became reasonably certain 
that Nelson would win. He had the support of all the candi­
dates who had opposed him at Detroit save Kindred. He 
spoke in all the principal towns between St. Vincent and 
Duluth, arousing great enthusiasm in some places and bitter­
ness in others. During the campaign there was widespread 
interest in Nelson's personality and a number of incidents 
which aroused the sympathy and support of the people were 
brought to light. A farmer wrote to the Fergus Falls Journal: 
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In the winter of '63 the 4th Wisconsin cavalry was stationed 
at Baton Rouge, La. I was a member of Co. G and Knute Nelson 
was a member of Co. B, and by his frank, manly, and fearless 
bearing so won the good will of all that he became a general 
favorite with officers and soldiers. One evening at " water call, " 
as I was going to the river to water my horse, I saw a soldier of 
Co. E snatch a paper from a newsboy and gallop towards camp. 
Knute Nelson happened to be passing close by and hastily paying 
the boy for the paper, he started off on a gallop, overtook the Co. 
E. man and demanded the paper as his property. Nelson was 
hardly more than a boy at the time and I expected he would get 
into trouble as the other was a very rough fellow, but Nelson's 
fearless manner so cowed him that he gave up the paper and sub­
mitted to a lecture that ought to have made him a wiser and better 
man. The incident impressed me strongly at the time as showing 
the stuff the Norwegian boy was made of, and it would take a 
great deal to make me believe that Knute Nelson would stoop to 
trickery or double dealing. Let me say just here that I have not 
seen Mr. Nelson since the war, and have no interest in his election 
further than all should feel in seeing honest men elected to our 
national legislature.12 

This is an example of many incidents which tended to popu­
larize the " little Norwegian " with the people of his district.13 

Generous as was Kindred, nothing that his adherents could do 
or say for him endeared him to the people or aroused that 
kindly feeling which Nelson enjoyed. 

While Kindred was spending his money by the thousands 
there was undoubtedly the utmost poverty in the Nelson camp 
and Nelson himself says that he was even short of funds for 
the necessary expenses of the campaign. The writer found 
among some correspondence between Nelson and several resi­
dents of Ada, Norman County, a letter and a reply which 
throw light on the situation in the Nelson camp. Alexander 
Running of Ada had engaged Knute Sandvig to render some 

12 The writer of this letter, which is published in the issue of the Journal 
for September 14, 1882, was S. V. Beebe, who resided in St. Olaf town­
ship, Otter Tail County. 

13 The phrase " little Norwegian" was first used by Kindred. The 
adherents of Nelson made capital out of the sneer, pointing out that Nelson 
was "American in heart and interest," and that he "fought for the land 
of his adoption. " 
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service for Nelson. The money to pay Sandvig was very slow 
in arriving and the latter wrote a letter to Nelson urgently 
requesting payment. Nelson explained in his reply that as 
soon as he returned to his home after the Detroit convention 
he attempted to raise money to meet the bills which had been 
incurred. " I am now glad to say, " he writes, " by reason 
of the sale of a piece of land yesterday, I am able to send the 
money to Mr. Running which I hope he has received by this 
time. . . . I regret that my means are so limited that I could 
not pay on a moment's notice but I feel conscious of doing the 
best, the very best I could. " The total amount of Running's 
bill, including the Sandvig and other items, was $98.40. 
Senator Nelson states himself that it is his opinion that not 
more than five thousand dollars was spent by the committee 
and by all others in behalf of his candidacy. A tremendous 
amount of effort, energy, and good will was put into the con­
test gratuitously by those who were friendly to Nelson and 
who were angered by the crude methods used by Kindred and 
his adherents. 

Governor Lucius F. Hubbard was prevailed upon by Kin­
dred's legal advisor, Cushman K. Davis, to establish some 
voting precincts in the pineries north of Aitkin and Grand 
Rapids. This caused the Nelson people to fear that there 
would be illegal voting in these localities, in as much as election 
regulations were crude. There was no adequate registration 
nor were there any regular forms of ballots. The lumber pre­
cincts were recognized as Kindred precincts and the returns 
were delayed for several days. In order to circumvent possi­
ble frauds, C. A. Gilman of St. Cloud, Alfred B. Brackett of 
St. Paul, and Ole Amundson of Evansville, went north to the 
pineries to watch the returns. It was charged that the Kindred 
men were holding back these returns until they could learn 
how large a majority they had to overcome in the counties to 
the south. As returns, even in the older settlements, came in 
slowly, this naturally meant delay. When the returns did 
come in, however, the majority for Nelson was so large that 
the Kindred forces gave up the struggle. They realized that 
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they could not secure from the pine precincts a large enough 
vote to overcome the majority in the district as a whole. 
When the returns from Itasca County finally came in they 
stood: Nelson, 2; Barnum, 8; Kindred, 683. The final vote 
for the district gave Nelson a majority of 4,718 over Kindred. 
The results were: Nelson, 16,956; Kindred, 12,238; and 
Barnum, 6,248. All the western counties were carried by 
Nelson. Barnum carried Stearns County. Kindred had major­
ities in Mille Lacs, Morrison, Wadena, Crow Wing, Aitkin, 
Carlton, Cass, and Itasca counties. 

No national issues had played important parts in the cam­
paign. Some reference was made to the tariff issue, but prac­
tically all the time was taken up in discussing the quarrel be­
tween the two factions. When the contest was over no issue 
had been settled except that the people of Minnesota would not 
knowingly allow anyone to buy his way into the halls of Con­
gress. The career of Kindred was terminated so far as Min­
nesota was concerned and the door of opportunity was opened 
to Knute Nelson, whose public service to the state as con­
gressman, governor, and senator was to span almost a half 
century.14 

ELMER E. ADAMS 
FERGUS FALLS, MINNESOTA 

14 It is of historical interest to note that Kindred died recently in Phila­
delphia. Senator Nelson, Mr. Comstock, Mr. Holmes, Mr. Gilman, and 
Colonel Graves, all of whom were prominent during the campaign, are 
alive today, and the writer has been in communication with them in con­
nection with the preparation of this paper. Several important documents 
received by the writer from Senator Nelson have been presented to the 
Minnesota Historical Society. Of these the most interesting is, perhaps, 
a memorandum book kept by Mr. Nelson during the campaign, containing 
miscellaneous notes and jottings and an " epitome of speech " which appar­
ently was the basis of many of the speeches delivered by the candidate 
between October 1 and November 6, 1882. An accompanying paper lists 
the places — thirty in all — at which Mr. Nelson spoke. A series of im­
portant letters in his correspondence with Alexander Running of Ada 
throws light on the financial difficulties encountered by Mr. Nelson. 
Another item of interest is a copy for November 2, 1882, of Tiden, a 
Kindred organ published in the Norwegian language at Fergus Falls. 
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