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A NATURAL PARTNERSHIP:
NEBRASKA'S POPULISTS AND DEMOCRATS AND
THE DEVELOPMENT OF FUSION

By DAVID STEPHENS TRASK

Historians have long been fascinated by the free silver issue.
Presumably because of that issue the national Populist Party
“fused” with or supported the Democratic Party and its psesi-
dential nominee in 1896.2 The emphasis on the political devel-
opments of this election year has led scholars to minimize the
development of Populism at the state level prior to 1896. This
is unfortunate because the participants at the Populist national
convention of that year were products of state and local political
conditions and had already encountered if not adopted the
tactic of fusion there. This prior experience was crucial in the
individual decisions of delegates to fuse behind the Democrats
and Bryan or to stick to “the middle of the road,” the phrase
used by fusion’s opponents. In the South, for example, Populists
were exceedingly reluctant to fuse in 1896 because of the bitter
animosity which existed between themselves and the Democrats.
At the same time the reason that non-Southern Populists ac-
cepted presidential fusion was the result of more salutory inter-
party relations before 1896.2 Viewed from this perspective, the
“magnetism™ of free silver becomes less important than local
political conditions in delegate decisions to support Bryan
through fusion. Nebraska in the 1890’s is a case in point.

In brief, Nebraska’s Populists and Democrats developed a
close working relationship before the “critical” year of 1896.
The state’s Populist Party fed on the votes of disgruntled Demo-
crats from the outset. The source of disenchantment was the
out-of-step state Democratic leadership which refused to recog-
nize the emergence of new problems and clung to moribund
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issues. This situation prompted an exodus of rank-and-file!
Democrats to Populism while at the same time causing intra-
party strife between existing and would-be leaders for control
of the Democratic organization and its depleted following. The
1894 state convention resolved the leadership conflict by banish-
ing the traditional state Democratic leaders from power. It then
made good political sense to reunite ideologically like-minded
Democrats whose basic disagreement had been the method of
dealing with the unpopular but entrenched leadership. Further
impetus toward fusion was provided by the inability of the
Populists to gain control of all facets of state government at
election time. For these reasons fusion in Nebraska was estab--
lished in 1894 and was maintained in major state races there-
after. Consequently Populists and Democrats in Nebraska ex-
pressed little disagreement concerning the proper course of
action once Bryan had been nominated by the Democrats.

In the 1880’s Nebraskans were well acquainted with the
basic goals of both of their major parties. The G.O.P. concen-
trated upon its self-proclaimed role as the state’s economic
developer.3 That party’s leaders, drawn predominantly from
small towns on the make, argued consistently that the boom-
times of the 1880’s as well as future prosperity depended upon
the continued election of Republicans to state offices. The or-
ganization contained dissenters to this view — an “anti-monop-
olist” faction which was concerned with the harmful snde
effects of unregulated economic expansion — but they were an
ineffective minority after the start of the decade. When Repub-
licans considered social questlons they tended to favor prohibi-
tion regardless of economic conviction. The Democrats found
this aspect of Republicanism most disturbing.

Throughout the 1880’s the Democrats lead the opposition to
prohibition as well as to women’s suffrage.® The latter appeared
as a constitutional amendment (defeated) in 1882 while the
former issue comprised a recurring theme in the decade. Manyi
immigrant Democrats regarded these proposals as attempts to
force minority groups to alter their traditional behavior patterns
in order to conform to the cultural values of the dominant
elements in society. They fought these attempts as infringe-
ments upon the personal liberty of Nebraskans. As long as the
right of some vaters to adhere to traditional practices, such as
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the consumption of alcohol, was threatened, the Democrats
could count on a strong though second place finish at the polls.
Economic attitudes of Democrats ran the full gamut from
laissez-faire to business regulation.

Because the primary concerns of the two parties did not over-
lap, there were no actual political debates at election time. In-
stead, leaders of each party reinforced the attitudes of their
followers by reasserting their continued involvement in either
economic development or personal liberty matters. The 1882
election offers a good example of this lack of dialogue.

The Nebraska Republican Party split into two factions which
offered separate slates in the 1882 campaign. The wedge between
the two wings was the question of the degree of domination
exercised by railroad corporations over party decisions. The
regular Republicans, who normally promoted railroad expan-
sion as necessary to economic development, controlled the state
convention and filled all nominations with their cohorts. Subse-
quently the minority anti-monopoly Republicans, those who
asserted that their party was being run for the benefit of the
railroads instead of for the people, selected their own, largely
agrarian ticket for state offices.5

It seemed obvious that the time was right for the Democrats
to capture the state offices for the first time ever, but that party,
intent upon representing the interests of its constituency, did
not attempt to exploit the Republican division. Instead, Demo-
cratic leaders focused their attention on the women’s suffrage
amendment to the state constitution which appeared on the
ballot. In a typical expression of sentiment, the state’s leading
Democratic newspaper continued to stress the social differences
of the two parties:

Presently it [the goal of the Republican Party) is prohibition which would invade

your liberty and tell you what to drink and women’s suffrage which would unsex
your women and force them out of their God-given place in the home.®

Declining to capitalize on Republican infighting, the Demo-
crats once again lost to the regular Republicans who also
weathered the anti-monopoly revolt. Opportunity had knocked
at the Democratic door and they had refused to answer. Phelps
D. Sturdevant, the Democratic candidate for state treasurer who
also carried the endorsement of the anti-monopolists, proved
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the Democrats could have won with a change of tactics. He be-
came the first Democrat to hold a state level office since state- |
hood.” |
The Democrats feebly attempted to utilize this knowledge
in 1884. They fused with the weakening anti-monopolists (the |
lure of presidential patronage encouraged orthodoxy in G.O.P. !
ranks) behind their own candidate for governor, J. Sterling -
Morton. This “Bourbon’’® Democrat advocated personal liberty
and laissez-faire economics. Morton wanted no government
intervention in the economy although his political partners
believed that government should regulate business. The improb-
able alliance was beaten by the Republicans, and anti-monop-
olism ceased to be an effective political force.?

The remainder of the 1880’s saw a continuation of this dual
conception of the important issues. The Democrats remained
apprehensive over the constantly threatening specter of pro-
hibition while the Republicans took credit for the statewide
boom of the 1880’s, the greatest in the state’s history. This
ritualized expression of the diverse nature of Nebraska’s pressing |
political issues continued until the 1890 election. |

Although the presence of a prohibition amendment .on the -
ballot in 1890 gave the campalgn a flavor of the contests of the
past, the election began a decade in which agrarian issues played '
a primary rather than a secondary electoral role. The placing of | i
the prohibitory amendment on the ballot and its subsequent
defeat signalled the decline of personal liberty as an 1mportant
issue among the voters. Thus the Democratic Party lost 1tsx
raison d’etre, and its Bourbon leaders no longer held unchal-
lenged control of the organization. The new party, the People’s
Independent (called Populist from 1892 onward), displayed an
appeal and a durability which was uncharacteristic of the earlier,
episodic agrarian movements in Nebraska. This durability, not'
coincidentally, was established at the expense of the Demo-
cratic Party. |

The People’s lndependent Party, which emerged as a potent‘
force in Nebraska politics in 1890, was a coalition of several
distinct factions. Leaders of the Farmers’ Alliance as well as a
remnant of anti-monopoly Republicans played key roles m!
creating the new organization; disaffected Democrats contri-
buted significantly to the party’s turnout in November. But of
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the three groups, members of the Farmers’ Alliance, a social,
educational, and at first unwillingly, a political organization,
dominated the leadership in 1890.

Following county level political experiements in 1889, mem-
bers of the rapidly growing Farmers’ Alliance launched the
agrarian revolt the following spring. At first Alliance leaders
hesitated creating a third party for fear that their system of
county and local alliances would die. But at the same time
these men did not wish to lose control of a membership which
seemed increasingly intent upon going into politics. Finally, in
May, 1890, a “People’s Committee” circulated a petition to
test the depth of sentiment in favor of an “independent’ polit-
ical organization. Farmers’ Alliance leaders were the driving
force behind this maneuver; the petition represented their
attempt to challenge what they regarded as the unresponsive
established parties while adhering to the organization’s constitu-
tional provision agains partisan politics.2® The success of the
petition drive — 15,000 quickly signed the document —prompt-
ed the Alliance leaders, again under the guise of a “People’s
Committee,” to call a state-wide convention of “independents”
to meet in Lincoln.

Anti-monopoly Republicans watched these developments
with interest. They did not possess a following organized at the
county or school district level; neither could they gain control
of the Republican machinery. Consequently they hoped that
the mass of Alliancemen would unite behind anti-monopoly
leaders to throw the regular G.O.P. leaders out of power in the
fall election. Anti-monopolists such as Charles Van Wyck, former
U.S. senator, urged Alliancemen to ignore the farmer organiza-
tion’s constitutional provision against partisan politics and
establish a new party. Van Wyck and his backers fervently
hoped that the new party, once created, would reject the politi-
cally inexperienced Alliance organizers in favor of them.1?

The delegates to the state convention voted narrowly to
support the Alliance leaders in the upcoming campaign. State
Alliance President John Powers secured the gubernatorial nomi-
nation over tradition anti-monopolist Charles Van Wyck. The
tally was 474 to 390.22 As a payoff to the Van Wyck faction,
one of their number was selected to run for the post of lieu-
tenant governor.13
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Silas A. Holcomb, Populist, was
elected governor of Nebraska on a
Fusion ticket in 1894

The 1890 campaign provided the voters with three distinct
issues to consider before casting their ballots. The Populists
urged the voter to replace the entrenched Republican office-
holders with men who would serve the people instead of the
railroads. The thrust of Democratic oratory was, of course, the
necessity of the defeat of prohibition while Republicans favored
the political status quo and, generally, the passage of the amend-
ment. In theory the goals of the two out-of-power parties were
not incompatible since one could simultaneously vote against
the amendment and in favor of Populist candidates. This did
not occur frequently because anti-prohibition ethnic voters
recognized the anti-liquor bent of many populists and refused
to support them.'4

After the November balloting, all three parties could claim a
measure of success. The Democrats not only turned back the
threat of prohibition, but also elected their gubernatorial candi-
date. The Independents captured control of both houses of the
Legislature while the Republicans won all state offices below
the rank of governor,!*

When the election returns are examined more closely it is
apparent that the Democratic Party, despite its successes, had
begun to crumble. Furthermore, Democratic weakness was most
obvious in areas of Independent strength. The Populists, of
course, drew the votes of both former Republicans and former
Democrats to their fold, but in areas of Populist strength Demo-
crats tended to defect to Populism more readily than Republi-
cans did. At the same time, where a low Populist turnout
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occurred, the defections of Republicans to the new party were
greater than those of Democrats. But in 1890 the bond which
was forming between Democrats and Populists was still well
masked; the high defection rates of Democrats took place in
counties with lower than average population densities in central
Nebraska while the votes which defeated prohibition and placed
a Democrat in the governor’s mansion came from the more
heavily populated counties of eastern Nebraska. No one knew in
1890 that the regional defection of Democrats to Populism
would be the beginning of a state-wide trend. But in 1892 it is
evident that Populist succes was a function of the dissatisfaction
of Democrats over their party’s continued concern over personal
liberty politics.

The relationship between Populist success and Democratic
defection can be expressed briefly by relating the rates of defec-
tion from the traditional parties to Populism. The counties of
Nebraska were arranged according to the percentage of the vote
accorded the new party and this listing was divided into five
equal groups. The index of defection was determined for each
fifth or quintile.!® Then the average index was calculated for
each fifth, as is shown in Table I. Positive numbers reflect a
higher defection rate of Democrats than Republicans to the new
party. Negative numbers result in instances where Republicans
defected to Populism at a higher rate than Democrats. Of course,
an index of zero means that defection of both parties to Popu-
lism were equal.1?

TABLE I

INDEX OF DEFECTION OF REPUBLICANS AND
DEMOCRATS TO POPULISM IN 1890, ARRANGED
ACCORDING TO QUINTILES OF POPULIST SUPPORT

Quintile of Index of
Populist Support Defection
82
4 73
0 O 1.7
IV, o it e it it e it it et 9.1
22 R -16.2

The balance among the three elements of the Populist coali-
tion shifted in 1892. Alliance domination of the party gave way
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to the anti-monopoly Republicans who controlled the 1892
convention. At the same time the tendency of Democrats tof
defect to the Populists with greater frequency than Republicans
became statewide. In 1894 these defecting Democrats would
take control of the party, but first the anti-monopolists had to'
try their hand at winning an election. j

The decline in strength of Alliance leaders in Independent
councils was the result, in part, of high-handed tactics of their
leaders. Jay Burrows, editor of the state Alliance newspapers,
stepped on many toes at the 1890 convention while trying toi
maintain Alliance control of the party. Moreover, Burrows
sought to insure Populist unity at the polls by urging party
members to forego their right to a secret ballot and vote pub-
licly, in front of their cohorts. Additionally, his editorial pro-
nouncements concerning county convention proceedings and
the relative merits of county level candidates were regarded as
meddling by local leaders.27 These actions aided the rise of the
anti-monopolists within the party. i

In the spring of 1892 there were two crucial changes in the
Independent Party organization which symbolized the weaken-
ing hold of the Alliance over the party. A drive to create Inde-
pendent clubs in every school district in the state began in late
April. In this way Populism’s new leaders, the anti-monopolists,
sought to free themselves from a party organization based on
Alliance chapters. Then in June, the new party leadership re-
moved Burrows from power by merging the Farmers’ Alliance
(Burrows’ paper) with the Independent of Lincoln to form a
new paper called the Alliance-Independent. The pretext for
Burrows’ removal was his acceptance of a railroad pass offered
him by the Burlington line.18

The neutralization of the Alliance element within the party
hierarchy resulted in a prosaic convention at Kearney. Powers,
the 1890 gubernatorial candidate and Alliance president,
announced he would not oppose Van Wyck’s attempt to win
the gubernatorial nomination and the anti-monopolist prevailed
against minimal opposition.

Meanwhile, the Democratic Party in 1892 was a ship adnft
in the political sea, lacking an issue to act as a rudder to give
direction to the organization. The defeat of the prohibition
amendment in 1890 momentarily made the appeal of personal
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liberty campaigns ineffective. Attempts to revive old fears met
with failure. At the same time the Bourbon leaders refused, of
course, to champion the new issues raised by William Jennings
Bryan and the Free Silverites.2® The Bryanite focus on the dis-
tribution of wealth and free silver did not coincide with the pro-
business stance of the Democrats’ entrenched leadership. This
led to a convention fight between the two wings for the control
of the party in 1892, a battle which the Bryanites lost. The key
test of strength was Bryan’s minority report on the platform
which advocated the free coinage of silver. After the plank
carried on the first count, some Bryan supporters left the hall
in celebration, prompting a demand for a recount by the anti-
Bryan forces. This time the Bourbons were victorious; they
went on to award the gubernatorial nomination to J. Sterling
Morton.2® This was the last victory for the leaders who had
dominated the Democratic party during the liquor restriction
debates. Lacking electoral support and possessing little hope of
winning the state race, they therefore concentrated their efforts
on placing Grover Cleveland in the White House, a development
which would open the way to presidential patronage.2?

The weakness of the Democrats turned the 1892 campaign
into a confrontation between Populists and Republicans over
Nebraska’s economic and political conditions. In addition to an
accumulation of grievances against local merchants,22 Indepen-
dents asserted that rising mortgage indebtedness was proof of
statewide economic stagnation. The mortgage issue appeared in
every issue of the state newspaper in August and September,
complete with a liberal sprinkling of statistics. Furthermore,
Populists maintained that Republican administrators had pre-
cipitated the collapse of boomtimes through administrative
corruption.23 This aspect of the Populist campaign was sum-
marized for the voters in the newspaper columns:

Stand up for Nebraska at the polls by choking off the gang of boodlers who are
stealing the state blind, by knocking the railroad and gold-bug candidates clear out
of the ring, by voting for the interests of the producers and their families.2%

Republicans responded with charges that Populists were
“calamity howlers,” raising allegations of corruption and van-
ished prosperity to induce the electorate to turn on their “true”
friends, the Republicans. In truth, they said, the state was being
efficiently managed and prosperity was obvious to all. The
Republicans also admonished voters to “Stand up for Nebraska:
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!
Stand up for Nebraska by casting your vote against those men who say that this
fair state is inhabited by a race of paupers and governed by a horde of thieves. The
prosperity seen at every hand gives the lie to men in the hope of gratifying their .
personal ambitions, 23 |
When the ballots were counted, the Republicans had regained ‘
their hold over state government; the Populists, despite a slight
increase in their share of the statewide vote, had again finished
second, also losing their majorities in the state legislature. The
Democratic portion of the vote decreased dramatically?® be-
cause many staunch Democrats drifted into the Populist camp
in response to the latter’s refusal to support issues which

threatened the concept of personal liberty.2? |

The 1892 returns revealed that the Democrats lost relatively |
more voters to Populism than the Republicans did in all parts of
Nebraska. Furthermore, the G.O.P. resurgence raised doubts
over the ability of the Independents to capture the state govern- |
ment. Simple arithmetic also revealed that a combination of
Populist and Democratic votes would overwhelm the Republi-
can organization. These lessons helped bring fusion to Nebraska
politics in 1894, }

TABLEII |

INDEX OF DEFECTION OF REPUBLICANS AND
DEMOCRATS TO THE POPULIST PARTY IN 1892,
ARRANGED ACCORDING TO QUINTILES

OF POPULIST SUPPORT i
Quintile of Index of :
Populist Support Defection
12.3
It e it i e ittt a e 12.0
0 1 15.0 i
2 16.0 *
/2 13.5

Two events in 1893 added impetus to the perfection of {
fusion in 1894. In this year the Populists learned both the fruits |
of cooperation and the futility of trying to win elections on
their own. At the start of the year the Nebraska Legislature
faced the task of filling one U.S. Senate seat, a task complicated ‘
by the fact that no single party possessed the majority needed
to name a senator. After numerous indecisive ballots, the Popu-
lists and Democrats combined behind a new nominee, William V.
Allen. Allen, an Independent acceptable to the Democrats, be- |
came Nebraska’s first Populist senator.28 !
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Charles H, Van Wyck, Democratic
U.S. Senator 1881-1887, was the
unsuccessful Populist candidate
for governor in 1892,

The second event in 1893 which laid the foundation for
fusion was the race for Supreme Court judge. In that election
Independent candidate Silas Holcomb, a former Democrat,
earned the largest share of the electorate ever achieved by a
Populist in a state race. Unfortunately, the G.O.P. also won an
increased share of the electorate, thereby leaving the Populist
party as the state’s second strongest.2® This erased some earlier
confidence that the party could capture the major state offices.

Central to the acceptance of fusion in 1894 was the thesis
which emerged from the 1893 election to explain the increased
G.O.P. vote. Presumably monopolistic, “goldbug™ Democrats
were defecting to the Republicans, thus eliminating some of
the elements which had made the Democrats unacceptable as a
political partner of the Independents.3°

The Populists named the lion’s share of the candidates in the
first state level fusion between the two parties, accomplished
in 1894. It was the Bryanites, however, who initiated political
cooperation for several reasons. In addition to the desire to
retrieve strayed Democratic voters, they wanted to place
William Jennings Bryan in the U.S. Senate. To accomplish
these ends they arranged a plan of fusion which the Indepen-
dent critics of fusion could not prevent.

The two key elements in the fusion arrangement involved a
mutually acceptable gubernatorial candidate and support for
Bryan for senator. Silas Holcomb fulfilled the first requirement.
A former Democrat, he was the most effective campaigner
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among the Independents, in part because he was popular among’
both pro- and anti-fusionists in the Independent party. In return
for Democratic support of Holcomb, Populist legislators agreed
to help place Bryan in the Senate, thus meeting the second pre-
requisite. According to the agreement, the Independents could
attempt to elect their own candidate, but if their first nominee
failed, they were to back Bryan as their second choice.?? The
‘willingness of individual legislators to acquiesce in the deal can
never be known because G.O.P. won an overwhelming majority
of the seats in the legislature in 1894.

The transition of this arrangement from idea to reality
occurred in two steps. First, the Independents nominated a full
slate of candidates headed by Holcomb as the gubernatorial
nominee. Fusion was not openly discussed at the convention:
because no deal actually existed until such time as the Bryanites |
wrested control of the Democratic organization from the tradi- |
tional leaders. This event was scheduled for the upcoming Dem- |
ocratic convention. ‘

Once the party was safely Bryan’s, he spoke to the delegates |
concerning the alternatives confronting the Democratic party. .
He noted that the Populists were asking the Democrats to,
support Holcomb while offering nothing in return. Further-:
more, Bryan believed that the Bourbons and their cohorts:
would probably bolt to the Republican party. Bryan then:
charged his fellow party men to support Holcomb as the only !
way to achieve a victory for their principles. Subsequently the |
convention nominated candidates for auditor, treasurer, and|
secretary of state while reaffirming the Independent nominees:
for the rest of the state government posts. The Democratic
desire to field some candidates was undoubtedly motivated by
the hope that the Populists would withdraw their men in these
contests. In this way a truer fusion of the two parties would
exist. The Populists declined to act on this tacit suggestion.:
But they did contact their legislative candidates to gain support
for Bryan’s senatorial ambitions.32

The fusion arrangement met with minimal success in 1894.
Although Holcomb eked out a victory, the rest of the state
fusion slate met defeat. Bryan’s senatorial hopes died as well
because the G.O.P. swept the legislative races. This failure can
be attributed to several causes.
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In most instances the 1894 vote for fusion did not equal the
total vote received by the parties in 1892 when they ran sepa-
rate candidates. The fusion vote came closest to the potential
suggested by the 1892 returns in areas of normal Populist
strength. In areas of usual Democratic strength, counties with
relatively dense populations in eastern Nebraska, fusion fell
farthest short of the 1892 totals. This fact suggests that fusion
may have been associated with the “Cleveland” depression of
1893 in the minds of many voters. In the eastern part of the
state the Democratic party was a strong if not dominant partner
of the Independents. Although the adoption of fusion by the
Democrats represented a rebellion against Cleveland’s leadership,
many of the voters may not have seen it that way. To the west
the Populists were the dominant partner, with the Democrats
an often inconsequential part of the marriage, and here the
association of the Democrats with the depression was not as
important.33

The evidence also suggests that fusion failed because poten-
tial urban Democratic supporters frequently rejected the politi-
cal partnership. This belies the hypothesis that the failure of
fusion in this election was the result of rural resentment at the
intrusion of urban politicians into Populist councils. Although
this rural resentment can be well documented at the leadership
level,34 it was not transmitted in fofo to the rank and file
Populist. Precinct returns from eight counties, selected on the
basis of geographic distribution and availability of records,
underscores this tendency.3® In eighty-two wholly rural pre-
cincts inter-party cooperation came closest to achieving its
potential with an average of 88.7 per cent. By contrast, fusion
received only 71 percent of the 1892 turnout in nine totally
urban precincts. Voters in twenty-three mixed precincts, those
containing both urban and rural residents, approximated the
rural response. There the 1894 return was 86.9 percent of
potential. Therefore, it may be more correct to argue that
urban Democrats left their party rather than support the
Populist dominated coalition.

The fusion arrangement broke up briefly in 1895 when the
Democrats attempted to resume the role which the Populists
had held in 1894. Meeting before the Independents, they se-
lected a candidate for Supreme Court judge and suggested that
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J. Sterling Morton, a “Bourbon” Democrat, became the party nominee for governor in 1892 after vanquishing William
Jennings Bryan, a Free Silverite. With Morton (above) in 1891 is a grandson Wirt, son of Carl Morton. (J. Sterling Morton was
elected a member of the Nebraska Hall of Fame in 1975, and a bust of him will be placed in the Capitol in Lincoln.)
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the Independents could throw theii support to him.3¢ This the
Populists refused to do. Independent anti-fusionists maintained
that too many principles had been sacrificed and too many
appointments had been given to Democrats by Holcomb. Con-
sequently they refused the Democratic offer and nominated a
traditional anti-monopoly Republican. Because the proponents
of fusion did not know the depth of this sentiment, they were
unwilling to buck it in a relatively unimportant contest.3?
Fusion was re-established in 1896 because the stakes were high
and the fusionist Independents realized that their critics within
the party were not electorally significant.

Nebraska’s Populists, like most Americans in July of 1896,
were surprised at the Democratic nomination of William Jen-
nings Bryan for President. Since the Populists had hoped to
hold the standard around which the reform forces would rally,
this turn of events required a re-evaluation of strategy. Conse-
quently the party newspaper, the Nebraska Independent, sent
telegraphic inquiries to numerous Populist leaders, especially
members of the state central committee. The responses of these
leaders were generally pro-Bryan.38 Of seventy-nine replies
made prior to the Populist national convention, sixty favored
fusion. Most supporters of Bryan regarded him as the logical
choice to ensure unity in the reform forces and victory in
November. Concern for the future of the party was scattered
among these endorsements. Although several found the selec-
tion of a non-Populist standard bearer a difficult decision,
they felt it was necessary if the organization were to put prin-
ciple above power. A few urged the party to choose its own
vice presidential candidate as a means of preserving the organi-
zation.

Staunch opponents of Bryan and/or fusion also spoke out in
the poll. One respondent demanded that the party stick to
“the middle of the road™ (reject fusion), while another advised
“paddle our own canoe.” Otherwise the party would die be-
cause Bryan was a Democrat, first, last, and always. One writer
suggested that the party endorse Henry Teller, the nominee of
the Silver Republicans, or — as an alternative — field a blank
slate with the purpose of selling the party’s electoral votes for
Cabinet positions. It was also suggested that each party should
run its own man, letting the winning party name the President
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while the losing reform party placed its man in the vice presi-
dency. '

A state-wide Populist convention held in advance of the
national convention in St. Louis confirmed this trend in favor
of fusion. Nebraska Independents endorsed Bryan by the over-
whelming margin of 699 to 34. Among the opponents of fusion
the dissenters were named the “immortal 34.”3°

The only obstacle to state-level fusion in 1896 was settling on
a division of spoils. The Populists, the dominant element within

fusion, balked at allowing their weaker partner nominate a few .

of the candidates for state offices. Eventually, the state nomi-
nating convention, held after the St. Louis meeting, reached an
apportionment which was acceptable, 49

The Popocrats claimed a sweeping victory at the polls in
Nebraska by capturing the Electoral College votes, the state
offices, and a clear majority of the legislative seats. A major

|
!
\‘
|
|
|

aspect of this victory was the marked increase in support

awarded fusion by urban residents. Probably because they
realized that fusion was not a Democratic sellout and partly
because Bryan was a magnetic vote collector, the urbanites
returned to the fold.4? This trend is illustrated in Table III.

TABLE Il

THE VOTE FOR FUSION IN THE 1894 AND 1896 GUBERNATORIAL
CONTESTS IN 122 PRECINCTS, ARRANGED BY TYPE OF PRECINCT

Increase !

as%of |

1894 Share |

Precinct Type 1894 1896 Increase of Vote |

Rural. ........... 57.6% 61.5% 3.9% 6.8%
Mixed. . .......... 50.3% 57.3% 1.0% 14.5%
Utban. . . ......... 31.2% 39.2% 8.0% 25.6%

The 1896 returns also reveal that the pre-Populist alignment
of the electorate was re-emerging because of the exodus of i
numerous pre-1890 Republicans from fusion to the party of :
their traditional loyalty. More and more, Republicans come to
see that there were only two political parties — one to which
they had once belonged and another which contained significant |
elements of a party which they had formerly opposed. Un- |
doubtedly this pre-Populist political preference corresponds to
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the middle-of-the-road stance of some Populist leaders.#2 Un-
doubtedly the deterioration of the original, coalitional nature
of Populism through the defeat of the Alliance and anti-monop-
oly leadership groups cost the Independents some of their
political uniqueness. Populism began to look too much like the
old Democratic party, as limited county-level statistics suggest.

TABLE IV
CORRELATION OF THE 1890 POPULIST AND
1896 FUSION VOTE WITH THE
1888 DEMOCRATIC VOTE IN FOUR COUNTIES*3
County 1890 1896
Seward.........0000 -05 31
Nemaha .........00.. . 03 .33
Polk. . .. ettt ittt e 27 42
Kearney . . ... oot v v e ves 20 52

In summary, although the Populists in Nebraska accepted
fusion with the Democrats behind Bryan, the explanation of
this acceptance does not lie in the events of 1896. The decision
made by Nebraskans at the St. Louis convention was the con-
firmation of a political trend, not a new departure for them.
The establishment of fusion was the outcome of the gradual
coming together of Populists and Democrats, a trend which had
begun as soon as the new party had been established. In this
sense Populism in Nebraska was a by-product of the reorganiza-
tion of the Democratic party after the demise of the personal
liberty issue. The common ideology of free silver which pre-
sumably made presidential fusion palatable to Populists in 1896
was of secondary importance for the Nebraskans.

The evidence suggests a final conclusion about Populism in
general. The close relationship between Populists and Demo-
crats in Nebraska would make it seem more fruitful to examine
Populism in the context of the total social and political environ-
ment from which it rose, and not as an isolated phenomenon.
Historians who regard Populists as the vanguard of a national
liberal movement as well as those who portray them as pathetic
guardians of a vanished America are segregating Populism from
the political mainstream of the nation. In this way Populism
has been scrutinized to determine the ways in which it was
different from general American attitudes. But the evidence
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from Nebraska suggests that there was in the 1890’s a similarity
between Populist and Democratic outlooks, a similarity which
went beyond a common advocacy of free silver. Perhaps more
time should be directed toward discovering in a much more
specific manner the common ground shared by the Populists
and members of the other American political parties.
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