





1853 investigation, and concluded with the
statement that “Cyrus Aldrich, an ex-Land
Officer in the State of Illinois, was covered
with shame as an exposed and convicted
defaulter to the United States Government,
in the sum of five thousand dollars, which
has never yet been paid.” In the following
weeks the Press repeated this charge, to the
accompaniment of varying epithets aimed
at the “vipers warmed into life by Federal
patronage.” 2*

When at length Aldrich filed suit for
libel, the Press countered with a full-page
spread that purported to examine the Con-
gressman’s record as receiver of public
moneys and disbursing agent in the federal
land office at Dickson, Illinois, from March,
1849, to March, 1853. Its main content,
however, was merely dunning letters which
the treasury department had sent Aldrich
over the years, reminding him that the
government considered his account unset-
tled and maintained a claim against him
for the sum of $4,011.45.22

This was scarcely proof that Aldrich was
“branded with the meanest and most odious
offense known to the law.” Nevertheless,
after the Press broadside, Ramsey’s future
looked brighter. Copies of the paper were
distributed to all Senators, Representatives,
and cabinet members, as well as to leading
journals, and it was felt that Aldrich would
be unable to regain his lost stature in time
for the senatorial election. The Congress-
man virtually admitted that his influence
in Washington was destroyed, charging
bitterly that “Ramsey and his blowers [?]
in order to defeat me are laboring to defeat
every bill before Congress intended to
benefit our State and our people.” It was
also apparent by this time that the Pioneer’s
attempt to make Ramsey a public scapegoat
for the Sioux Uprising had proved a dismal
failure.?®

On November 3, 1862, a new Republican
paper, the St. Paul Daily Union, appeared.
It was dedicated to the interests of the anti-
Ramsey group, and its first order of business
was the vindication of Aldrich in the matter
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of the land office claims. On December 30
it published a number of letters from promi-
nent men testifying to the Congressman’s
upright character and freedom from guilt
as a defaulter. The most enlightening state-
ments came from President Lincoln and
Representative Elihu B. Washburne of Tlli-
nois. According to them a dispute had arisen
in 1853 between the government and a num-
ber of 1llinois land officers — of whom Al-
drich was one—as to the disposition of
surplus funds in the land offices. The claims
being similar in all cases, it had been agreed
that only one should be brought to court,
and that the other parties would abide by
the decision. The government had brought
suit through its district attorney, and the
land officer involved in the test case had en-
gaged Lincoln’s law firm to represent him.
The matter, however, had never come to
trial because, according to Lincoln, “the
District Attorney was never ready.” Thus,
as Washburne observed, “to charge crimi-
nality upon any of these land officers for
doing precisely what the government agreed
they might do, all acting in good faith, seems
little less than atrocious.”3' For the time,
however, the question of legality was lost in
the confusion of partisan emotions,

IN NOVEMBER the voters elevated Igna-
tius Donnelly to the United States House of
Representatives, re-elected William Win-
dom to the same body, and returned the
Republican majority to the state legislature.
During the interim between the election and
the convening of the state legislature in
January, Ramsey busily mended political

* Press, September 16, 27, October 4, 8, 22, 24,
1862.

* Press, Novembar 28, 1862,

* Press, October 4, 1862; David Heaton to Don-
nelly, November 28, December 3, 1862; Aldrich to
Donnelly, December 28, 1862, Donnelly Papers.

* Washburne’s letter, dated December 12, 1862,
and letters from William P. Fessenden, Lyman
Trumbull, and Edwin M. Stanton are in the William
S. King Papers, owned by the Minnesota Historical
Society. Lincoln’s letter may be found in Roy P.
Basler, ed., The Collected Works of Abraham Lin-
coln, 5:541 (New Brunswick, New Jersey, 1953).
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fences, and his supporters were satisfied that
his chances for gaining the Senate seat
looked bright.**

Donnelly, under obligation to both sides,
continued to balance carefully on the fence.
In late December he seems to have made a
cautious suggestion of some kind to Whee-
lock concerning the awarding of the state
printing contract by the next legislature,
possibly hinting that a change in the Press’s
attitude toward Aldrich was the price.
Wheelock evidently distrusted Donnelly,
for his reply was a pompously virtuous letter
in which he claimed that his newspaper was
the organ of the Republican party and would
support all its worthy candidates without
fear or favor. He declared that the Press
opposed Aldrich solely because of his dis-
honesty and protested that the paper cared
“very little for men and everything for
principle.” It was evident that, in plain
words, Ramsey had the blessings of the Press
and Aldrich did not.®?

On January 6, 1863, the legislature con-
vened, with the Republicans holding a ma-
jority of twenty-nine on joint ballot, which
meant that the actual selection of the next
Senator would take place in the Republican
caucus. On January 12 the Republicans held
their first meeting and neither Ramsey nor
Aldrich could immediately secure the ma-
jority necessary for nomination. The frus-
trated Aldrich supporters began to look for
another man and finally settled on James
Smith, Jr., a successful St. Paul lawyer and
a member of the state senate. On the twenty-
fourth ballot of the evening Ramsey re-
ceived twenty-three votes, one short of the
total necessary for nomination, but the cau-

®Smalley, Republican Party, 171; Heaton to
Donnelly, December 12, 23, 27, 1862, Donnelly
Papers.

# Wheelock to Donnelly, December 28, 1862,
Donnelly Papers.

% Harlan P. Hall, Observations: Being More or
Less a History of Political Contests in Minnesota
From 1849 to 1904, 57 (St. Paul, 1904); Press,
January 13, 14, 15, 1863; Ramsey Diary, January 5
to 14, 1863.

®James G. Blaine, Twenty Years of Congress,
1:502 (Norwich, Connecticut, 1884).
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cus adjourned until the following evening,
The one-day recess provided enough time
for the Ramsey supporters to bolster their
forces, and on the first ballot of the next
meeting Ramsey received twenty-six votes to
Smith’s twenty and gained the nomination.
The legislature in joint session on Janu-
ary 14, elected Ramsey Senator. Judge An-
drew G. Chatfield, a Democrat who had
run unsuccesstully against Windom in the
Congressional race, received the votes of the
seventeen Democrats in the legislature and
Ramsey received those of all the Repub-
licans.?*

IT HAS BEEN said that there existed in
Minnesota a “Ramsey dynasty.” If this was
the case, it was not true before 1863. Ram-
sey’s election as governor increased his po-
litical power throughout the state, but this
was only a relative increase in standing. Al-
drich and the Congressional delegation
proved that in order to maintain political
stability, control of the federal patronage
was also necessary. Aldrich, in a sense, de-
feated himself by an indiscriminate use of
this power, while Ramsey threatened his
own cause by his unwillingness to stand firm
for his friends. The role of Lincoln in deter-
mining patronage policy worked to Ram-
sey’s disadvantage and was an obstacle that
had to be overcome. Fortunately for the
governor, the distribution of commissions in
volunteer regiments served as an escape
valve of sorts through which he could chan-
nel disappointed office seekers.

Patronage was not the only deciding fac-
tor in the election of a United States Senator.
It was important, but James G. Blaine later
wrote that the election of Ramsey, Governor
Edwin D. Morgan of New York, and Gov-
ernor William Sprague of Rhode Island to
the United States Senate in 1863 was in di-
rect recognition of the valuable service
which they, as war governors, had rendered
the country.”

Ramsey’s strength, however, was built on
more than his record as a war governor. Po-
litical stature, matured by four years as a
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territorial governor, plus years as head of
the Republican party in Minnesota, made
his quest for the Senate a reasonable and
attainable goal. Added to this political prom-
inence was his economic and social standing
in the Minnesota community.

While Ramsey's course to the United
States Senate may have seemed relatively
unobstructed to the ordinary citizen, he-
neath the surface of things political there
existed a turbulence created by the oppor-
tunism of strong-willed men contending for

power. The rich collections of letters and
documents left by the contemporaries of
that time attest to the intraparty strife of
vigorous men who sought influential and im-
portant positions in government.

Ramse}f was to remain in the United States
Senate for twelve years. His election in 1863
helped to determine, in large measure, the
political complexion of Minnesota until
1875, when a more successful coalition than
that headed by Aldrich defeated his quest
for a third term.
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A Soldier’s Christmas -- 1861

DECEMBER, 15861, found the First Minnesota
Regiment of Volunteers performing picket duty
along the Potomac. They had scen action at
Bull Run in July and again at Ball's Bluft in
October, but following the second encounter,
the recruits had returned to their permanent
camp between Poolesville and Edwards” Ferry,
Maryland. From this point they patrolled the
north bank of the Potomac River for some dis-
tance on either side of Edwards’ Ferry. Though
it was a time of little excitement, the men were
not idle, for their newly commissioned colonel,
Napoleon J. T. Dana, drilled the regiment re-
lentlessly through the long winter months, help-
ing to perfect the disciplined fighting unit that
was to perform so effectively in later campaigns,

For most of the young soldiers — as for Pri-
vate Samuel Bloomer of Company B —it was
the first Christmas in the army. Bloomer came
from Stillwater, and he kept a diary of his war-
time experiences which is now in the files of the
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Minnesota Historical Society. On December 25,
1861, he wrote:

“This Morning dawned very pleasent and the
whole day, but it was a very dull Christmas
to us. Last night our suttler had a lot of goods
come, with all kinds of marks on them. Some
were marked Knifes and forks, boot blacking,
pepper &c. But our Col smelt a rat and had the
wagon taken up to the guard house, and this
morning had the boxes opened and lo and be-
hold they contained a lot of choice Whiskey &
Brandy, which to his surprise were taken up to
Poolesville to the hospital department, to be
used in that institution. during the day 2 or 3
kegs of beer were got and some of the boys
began to feel ruther light headed. Had no drills,
nor even dress parade [.] T suppose the reason
was it was Christmas and it dont come but one
in o year. I for one wish that we had Christmas
every day on the drilling account, not because
we had such a good time. for it was the dulest
Christmas that ever T spent in all my life and
hope I never shall again. Being a soldier is not
like being at home on that day. The boys in my
mess got a lot of oysters and good fresh milk
and made a good Soup of them. But I had to
look on and see them ‘go in right’ . . . good er-
nest, as I am no oyster eater. I could not stand
it to look on, so I pitched in and eat a lot of
bread and Molasses, for a substitute of the
oysters. ‘perhaps that is a poor substitute.” Ser-
geant Burns . . . will probably leave for Still-
water in a few days.”
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