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and eight represented the larger coun;ty seat towns.z

Before the election of 1890, when the farmer was of
“no account in politics” there was a striking similarity be-
tween agrarian and village voting behavior. In the guber-
natorial election of 1888 the Republican vote was highest
in the county seat towns with fifty-eight per cent of the
two party vote. The mixed precincts voted fifty-two per
cent Republican, while the agrarian precincts returned
forty-nine per cent for the GOP.*

In the critical election year of 18'90 the split between
farmers and villagers reached its greatest proportions. In
the villages and towns the vote for the old parties held up
well, the Populists appealed little to these people; they won
only twenty per cent of the vote in the mixed precincts and
ten per cent of the vote in the county seat towns. How-
ever, the Populists carried rural precincts in all but the
Catholic and far western counties. In the six county sample
they polled thirty-nine per cent in the rural precincts com-
pared with thirty-five per cent for the Democrats and
twenty-five per cent for the Republicans.

The election of 1896 illustrated the division between
the village and the countryside more emphatically than the
election of 1890 because the prohibition question was re-
moved as an issue. By 1896 fusion was effected and the
Popocrats carried the agrarian precincts with sixty-three
per cent, the mixed precincts with fifty-three per cent, but
lost in the county seat towns with forty-six per cent of the
vote.

The election statistics cited for the three elections con-
firm the information noted in the county press. Populism

21 Fleventh Decennial Census of the United States, 1890, XXIX,
260-273. The rural-urban classification of the Bureau of the Census
is not used in this paper. For this study the rural precinct is one
with no village of any size in it. If the precinct contains farmers
and villagers it is classified as “mixed”. The town precincts repre-
sent the voters in the larger, county seat towns. The same classifi-
cation of rural and town dwellers is used in the statistical portion
of this paper.

22 Precinct returns were obtained from the County Clerk’s Office
in each of the counties studied.
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return the highest Populist vote. On the other hand, the
per cent of arable land in corn did not aid in prediction.
Wheat production is often considered a less mature type of
agriculture that the corn-hog pattern. Less capital is re-
quired for wheat while a corn economy requires a consider-
ably larger amount of capital to be spent for the purchase
of livestock, fencing and the like. The wheat economy is
considerably less stable because the bulk of the product
dictates high freight costs and because the international
wheat market fluctuates widely.*

The amount of interest paid by the farmer in Ne-
braska’s counties has a negative effect in the equation. The
Populists may have been paying exorbitant interest charges,
but others in Nebraska were paying more. Interest rates
and charges apparently were more of a rallying cry for
Populist orators than factors which independently influ-
enced political loyalties. Similarly insignificant in predict-
ing the Populist vote was the variable, average value of
farm products per farm. The Populists were obviously not
the poorest farmers in Nebraska. As with the interest vari-
able the poorest and most debt-ridden farmers were often
Republicans living in the far western sections of the state.

When Nebraska’s Populists are reconsidered in their
local setting they reveal many: of the characteristics of
groups living on the fringes of society. Because of the iso-
lation inherent in their environment, the farmers had not
participated effectively in politics. To rationalize their po-
litical frustrations even at the county level they may have
talked, with considerable justification, in terms of con-
spiracy. Even if represented in the state legislature by a
sympathetic villager, the difference between the goals of
the farmer and villager tended to work against the farmer.

The Populist might have been disenchanted with his
political and economic system, but he did not join those
who attacked it in racial terms. Many people of foreign

30 Louis B. Schmidt, “The Internal Grain Trade of the United
States, 1860-1890, “Iowa Journal of History and Politics, XIX, (April
1921), 196-245.
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