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A Contemporary Account o

emocratic Convention

Edited by William E. Christensen

Political convention oralory seldom
achieves an enduring place in Ameri-
can history, but an exception occurred
in the Democratic national convention
of 1896 when the advocales ol the gold
standard clashed with the free silverites
over the platform. In the concluding
speech of that debate William Jennings
Bryan, the Nebraska delegate on I1he
platlorm committee, detivered his fa-
mous “Cross of Gold" speech, flailing
the gold Democrats for their support of
a financial system {hal oppressed the
farmers and laborers, and so stirring Ihe
delegates that they nominated him lor
the presidency on the fith ballot.

The evenis of the convention and ol
Bryan's speech have been described in
highly partisan terms by many wrilers,
but few eyewitness accounts could ex-

ceed in intensity and enthusiasm the fol-

iowing narration by Edgar Howard, one
of the alternates in the Nebraska delega-
tion. The account appeared in the July
16, 1896, issue of The Papillion Times,
the liitle weekly newspaper Howard ed-
ited, immediately following his return
from the convention.

Howard’s admiration for Bryan was
miore than mere party loyalty, being
based on a long personal friendship. He
had served as Bryan's private secretary
during the latter's first term in Congress
in 1891, and he laler served six terms in
Congress himself, 1922-34. His account
of the 1896 convention is of value not
only as a narration of an imporiant
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evenl in American history, but as an il
lustration of the intense devotion Lthat
the silver Democrats feli for Bryan. For
Roward that devotion never dimmed,
and he continued throughoul a long po-
litical and journalisiic career thal lasted
until 1951 to preach the doctrines of
Bryanism and the free silver Democracy.

The Great Convention

It marks an era in a nation's history. It
pul forth a platform which must be
hailed as a new declaration of indepen-
dence. [ nominated for president one
ol the ablest, purest, and grandest states-
men our land has ever produced. It
bearded the Goliath of gold in his den,
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and drove him from place and power in
the greal parly he has hitherio con-
trolled, raising up in his place the David
of democracy—the will of the common
people.

| have been asked by many iriends to
tell the convention story. | cannot do it.
In common with countless thousands |
was so overjoyed by the Iriumph of the
people over the cohorts of Wall Streel
and monopoly 1hat for once n my lile |
am unable 1o find words which will fit-
tingly portray the scenes incident to this
greatest convention in our country's his-
tory. | say it was the greatest convention
of modern times because it was the only
great political gathering in recent years
which was not controlled by the repre-
sentatives of the monied inlerests in our
land, and to me there is no grander day
than that in which 1he people rise in
their majesly and break the cords which
bind them to the enemy of mankind—
the power of gold.

| frankly confess thal we of the Ne-
braska delegation did nol go to Chicago
with strong hopes for success. We were
ready lo plead, pray, or fight for Bryan,
and yel we scarce dared hope that our
pleas, prayers, or our fights would avail.
When we reached the convention hall
we found in our places on the conven-
tion floor a lot ol unclean spirits styling
themselves democrats, placed there, not
because they had a shadow of right to
seals, but because they were abject
tools ol Wall Sireet, which had a secure
grip on a majority of the national com-
mitilee. But the cuckoos were soon
driven [rom the hall. The credentials
committee, comprising one member
from every state in the union, declared
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without a dissenting vote that Euclid
Martin and his kind had no title to seals.
This unanimous decision leaves the
cuckoos not a leg on whjch to stand,
not the slightest encouragement to ever
again raise their hydra heads above the
Nebraska grass.'

When the Bryan delegation was
seated the audience gave vent [0 its ap-
proval by lusty cheers and hearty hand-
shakes with the Iree-silver delegates,
showing thal throughout the convention
hall there was a kindly leeling for the
"Black Eagle of Nebraska” and his fol-
Jowers? It has been said that Bryan
could never have secured a nominalion
had he nol made a speech. [ am [rank to
admil that his speech wenl [ar to push
him on (o victory, but | also know thal
several stales had resolved to supporl
him belfore he made his speech, and |
firmly believe he would have been
nominated if he had never opened tis
moulh. He was nol a candidate in an ac-
tive sense. He refused to permit his
friends to urge his name, begged the Ne-
braska delegates not to wear Bryan
badges, and persistently refused to Jel
us place his name before the conven-
tion, or belore the delegatres in hotel
headquarters. He argued thal if the
people wanted him as their candidate
they would call him to the leadership.
Even aller ke had made his great
speech, and when his narne was on ey-
ery tongue, he told vs to say to the con-
venhon that he could not and would
not accept a nomination unless it was
tendered by a two-lhirds vote of al! the
silver delegates. He said if we of his del-
egalion were his true [riends we would
relrain from making any sort ol combi-
nalions with or promises to any other
delegations. In shorl he was in Chicago
the same, noble, clean, chrislian gentle-
mao that he has ever been in Nebraska,
spuming all protfers of place and
power, the receiving of which would be
repugnanl to his high sense of honor.

But about Bryan's great speech.
There are no words in our language to
picture the eflect it produced upon the
vast mullitude which heard jt. }l was in

reply to the greal New York senator,
David Hill. It was entirely impromptu.?
Bryan sat by my side taking notes while
Hill was talking, but he never referred to
those notes while speaking. As | said be-
fore there was plenty of Bryan enthusi-
asm in the hall before he ultered a
word. He was known and loved in every
state and territory, and this was evi-
denced by the faci that when he rose to
speak, the vast audience gave him an
ovation lasting fully ten minules. Up to
this time there had always been confu-
ston in the house. Even the greal Sena-
tor Hill was unable 1o hold the atlentiorn
of inore than hall the people.

At Bryan's first utterance all was still.
The silence was broken at the close of
his first beautilul paragraph by a power-
ful wave of approval, which made Lhe
greal iron building quiver. Il was the
polished effort of the day, and yel so
plain and clear thal the mos! untuiored
hearer could understand. Again and
again the convention broke forth into
Lhe wildest demonslrations of approval,
ceasing only when the speaker begged
for opportunity to proceed. Then the
thousands would be silent, every ear be-
ing bent to hear the wonder(ul flow of
words, every eye straining lo see the ma-
jestic man who was hurling defiance in
Ihe teeth of the money power, and at
the same lime declaring in buming elo-
quence that the hour had arrived for the
enfranchisement of the farming and Ja-
boring masses, and the bursting and
breaking of the yokes which had been
placed upon Iheir necks by the capital-
istic classes. Men who had loved Bryan
before almost worshipped him now. He
could not talk three minutes al a stretch.
His every sentence was (ollowed by ap-
plause, and at lhe conclusion of his
speech—well, there’s no use of a country
edilor like me trying 1o tell you aboul it.

For ten seconds a death-like silence
prevailed. Then like a great cloud that
monster assemblage rose to its feet. The
cheers were deafening. Oid gray-haired
men stood on their chairs and hurled
their hals toward the ceiling, never car-
ing where they would come down
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Women look olf their hats, Ihrust their
umbrellas through them, and swung
them high in the air. Suddenly a big del-
egate [rom Georgia seized his state stan-
dard and brushing all obstacles aside,
swept across lhe hall and planted it be-
side the Nebraska guidon. Over 1o the
right of us, rising high above the awiu}
din, we heard the mighty war-whoop of
Sam Houston, nephiew of General Sam
IHouston, of Texas fame, and Ihe next in-
stant we saw the big Indian runping
upon lhe heads, shoulders and knees of
the delegation of New York dudes, ea-
ger 10 be second at our side with the
slandard of his territory. Then came our
frenzied [riends from other states, unlil
the banners and standards of thirly ol
them were gathered around Nebraska.

Meanlime a hundred hands had
seized our Bryan and were bearing him
aloftin triumph. So great was the crush
al the Nebraska standard that Bryan and
several of his delegates were almost suf-
focated. Finally, headed by the Georgia
delegation, the various state delegations
began a march around the hall to the
music of all the bands. The demonsira-
tion continued nearly half an hour, only
ceasing when the panicipants became
exhausted. At length quiet was restored,
and the convenlion proceeded to busi-
ness, in the midst of which some man in
the gallery raised high a newspaper pic-
ture of Bryan and shouted in a voice
which peneltraled every ear, “Hurrah for
Bryan, the young Gladstone ol
America!" Al this the demonstration be-
gan again, but the shouters were too
weak to keep il up very long. When
quiet had been reslored the platform
was adopted by a two-thirds vote and
the convention adjourned until 8
o'clock.

When we went out vpon the streets
that nighl the air was full of Bryan en-
thusiasm, and especially among the la-
boring classes, who had already memo-
rized his immortal words in his closing
sentence: “You shall not press down this
crown of thorns en labor's brow: you
shall nol crucify mankind vpon a cross
of gold.” Al our hotels we hiad hundreds
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Chicago cartoonist John 7. McCulcheon sketched the demonshration followlng Bryan's nomination.
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of callers who begged vus10 get out a
Land and nrake a Bryan demonsiration
on the streets We told them that neither
Bryan nor his friends had money
enough to hive a Chicago band.* At this
an enthusiaslic young Chicagoan, who
had long been one of Bryan's admirers,
volunteered 10 hire a band, or a dozen
of them if necessary, al his own ex-
pense. He said he had never met Bryan,
but that he had watched his career for a
half dozen years, and regarded him as
the clcanest and ablest stalesman in
America, We accepted his kind offer,
and that evening the enlire Nebraska
contingent (excepl the cuckoos)
marched 10 the hall behind the 2d regt-
ment band. Everywhere \he people
cheered when Ihey saw the Bryan ban-
ners, and when we reached the hall the

gate-keepers had caught the fever, admit-
ling all who followed (he Bryan banner,
never wailing 1o ask us for tickets.

The greal hall was packed to sulfoca-

tion and the Nebraska rooters were
compelled to take standing room away
up among the rafters. But they didn’} re-
rnain there long. Suddenly the big blue
banner of the Bryan club was seen to
rise high above the heads of all, bome
alolt by a one-armed, bald-headed Ne-
braskan. none other than our own
Hcenry Lefier.® From the pit on up to the
place where we were standing ran at an
angle of 45 degrees a 2x4 railing. Lefler
mounted it, raised high his banney, and
then, followed by 500 Nebraskans,
made a magd rush down that narrow
plank toward Ihe pit where the del-
egales sal. A hundred policemen tried
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to stop him. He brushed them aside as
readily as he would knock a {ly oft his
hairless pate, and in less time than it
takes 1o write these lines he had
reached the delegate pit, where thou-
sands rallied ‘round his banner. How he
kept foot on thal narrow railing | do nol
know: neither does Lefler. His daring el-
forl swelled the rapidly-rising Bryan tide
still higher, and was not a small factor in
the grand resull which followed.

Al Jast the balloting began. Bryan had
forbidden us o present his name to the
convention, He said he did nol want lo
appear as a candidate. We wanled to tell
the convention how much we loved him
and to ask everybody 1o vole for him, bul
we respected his wishes, and did not
publicly ask for a vote. But it was not
necessary for us to present his name.
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That work was performed by a delegale
- from Georgia, and it was the prettiest
nominating speech of the day. It was
short, pointed, patriotic, happily free
from the objectionable features pecu-
liar to the average nominating speech.
Then the balloting began. We ex-
pected Bryan o gel a few dozen votes
on the first ballot. Judge of our joy when
he scored 135. By an error the secrelary
crediled him with only 105, but this was
good luck for us, because when he
scored 197 on the second ballot his gain
appeared all the greater. There's no use
telling the balloting in delail. Bryan
gained steadily from the slart, reaching
the necessary two-thirds on the [ifth bal-
lot, and was later declared the unani-
mous choice of the convention.
Throughout the balloling there were wild
demonstrations of approval at every
mention ol Bryan's name. And when vic-
tory came al last \he scenes following the
great speech were enacted over again. |
was anxious all the time to see Bryan
nominaled, but 1 did not want to see him
win in a stampede, for then the enemy
could say il was all the work of enthusi-
asts, carried away by his eloguence. It
was nol a stampede. Bryan was in the
hearts of al} the delegales who were nol
controlled by Wall street. Of course, his
speech was elfective. One gentleman,
speaking ol the balloling, said:
Those inspired words of his burned in the
bosoms of the delegales. They iilled the
chambers of Lhe mind and touched ai the
thrilling chords of the heart His noble,
classic face, transfigured by the lofty
thoughls that swelled up from his inner-
mosl feelings, was constantly belore their
eyes. That cry of anguish, mixed with holy
rage, was to Them the wailing of Ihe op-
pressed classes whom hey represented. I
possessed, controtled and directed them.
Fight as they would, theyv could nol es-
cape the crowding emotions that his ora-

lory had called Irom slumber, and when
CEPS o =y <Rl b P Nty TP : ! at last their political and personal obliga-
The Bryan house at 1625 D Strest In Lincoln decoroted in bunting, 1896. lions were discharged, they lurned with
NSHS-B?15-152a one glad acclaim and bade him 1ake the
standard and Jead them lo viclory at Ihe
polls in November. It was nol a stampede,
accepted in the vulgar sense. Il was a
spontaneous upnsing, kindled in sober
judgmen| and fanned into life by calm re-
flection. The hour and (he man arrived lo-
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gether as if heaven-sent to solve the com-
plication thal had arisen.

There had been doubls and misgivings
in the rninds of many belore he came. The
maltchless Hdl, the scholarly Vilas and Lhe
foreboding Russell had somewhat shaken
the faith (n 1he deliverance of the body
that had conslrucled the declaration ol
pnnciptes lorihe party ® The skeip was
(angled and 1he vision was obscured. But
belore the magic of his eloquence all
doubts and misunderstandings were
swepl away as mist before (he nsing sun.
The 1ouchstoite ol his philosophy dis-
pelled 1he sophisiries {hat skill has con-
jured up and the way was clear and brighi
for all.

Those who remember lhe scene when
Garlield won the presidency by a speech
can (magine Ihe circumstances that sur-
rounded 1he selection ol this convenioo.
When he fimished his raagnihcent cllon
with the immonal climax aganst the cru-
citixion ol mankind, the prophecy was
made that he was i second Gartield. Bul
there was nolaint ol seIf aggrandizement
or double purpose 10 his ullerances. Hon-
esly, prstine urnd pure, cuuld alone have
prompled hjs immonal words. Some invis-
ible And mighty power arranged the cir-
cumstance so that he was {orced into
prominence at the right morment. The op-
ponuiity was \here, and he proved his
ability to seize il In a nutshell, (hai is the
story ol the nemination of the greal Ne-
braskan for the highest office in the wilt of
the people His genius shown when light
was needed, and the conventian followed
the beacon intg (e harbor of safety.

M. H. Hancock, once a Papillion boy,
now resides in Chicago. He 1s red hot
tor Bryan and money reform. He is tore-
man in a large printing house, and he
tells me that more than seventy-five pet-
cent of all Jaboring men in Chicago are
for Bryan and silver.

I would like to say something here
about thal grand old genlleman—Arthur
Sewall, Bryan's running mate, bul lack
of space forbids.

I cannot close this article without
complimenting the Nebraska boys who
did 50 much to win the victory. The Ne-
braska delegates did all that mortals
could do for their lavorite. Especially el-
fective was the work of Harry Boydston,
Billy Thompson, C. J. Smythe, Uncle Bill
Oldham, C. J. Bowlby, Jim Dahlman and
George Luikhart.” Every Nebraskan in

Chicago did his duty, and that, too,
without hope of fee or reward, but
solely because they loved the cause
and the man they nominated to lead it.

Edgar Howard

Notes

' The Democralic Party in Nebraska had been d)-
vided since 1834, when \he (ree silver Democrats
under Bryan's leadershup captured control ol the
parly organization. and the supporters of the gold
standard, claiming to be (he true Demotrats,
bolied and lormed their own organization. In 1896
bolh groups sent delegabions to the national con-
vention, and the nalional commitiee. controlled
by the ¢old lorces, voled twenly-seven 10 twenty-
three to scitt the gold deleyanion. This s ihe group
referred 10 by Howard as "he cuckoos,” When the
convention had lormally organized, the silverites
were in control, and the credentlials comnutiee re-
versed the decision of Ihe national committee and
seated lhe Bryan defevation Euclid Martin was
chairman of the Demicralic slale commillee al
the lime ol Ihe Y594 sphl and subsequently was
one ol the leaders of 1he gold Democrats.

*In reporiing Rryan’'s nominalion the July 11,
1896, edition nf the Omaha World-lerald used the
expression here employed by Howard in a heagd-
line which read "HONORS THE "BLACK EAGLE."
Onigin of the term s uncertan, bul may refer o a
{amous Nez Purce Indian, o of several chiefs
who entenained Lewis and Clark 1n Oregon Terri-
1ory in 180 and who, at a dinner given for lhe ex-
plorers, served as the speakers 10 advise them Ihal
his Iribe wished to be Irendly with \hem. This
role, in addilon to the fact thal he was snmefimes
called Speaking Eagle, suggasts an ability as an
oralor and would accounl for honoring Bryan wilh
his name. Black Eagle further appears in Ristory as
one of lour Nez Perce (ndians who joumeyed from
their homes 10 S1. Louis in 183110 ask forinstruc
tions in the Chastian rellgion, He died in St. Louis,
having been baptized a shor time belore. The re-
quest lodged by him and hig [ellows gave impelus
les missionary work amoag ihie Nez Perce.

! The suggestion that Bryan's speech was 1m-
promptu is misleading, because Bryan himsell
slated in his book aboul (he election, The First
Banle, and in his Memoirs that the speech was very
stmilar 10 numerous speeches he had been making
in the fight for free silver. The setling was dillerent
in Ihat he was replying to the speechies of the gold
Oemacrats who had paaicipaled in\he debale,
bul since no new argumenls were advanced by
them, no new answers were required The arange-
menl of the speech and ihe adaptalion of il (0 the
preceding speeches ware exlemporaneaus, bul the
ideas set forth were famliar ones 1o Bryan, and he
had rehearsed \hem belorehand in hopes (hat he
mighl have opporiunity 1o use them at some poinl
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in the convenlion. Al} (hese {actors enabled him to
take the lullest advantage of the ciicumslances in
(he debale over [he platiorm.

* Bryan noted In bolth his Memoirs and The First
Bottle thal his personal expenses in altending (he
convenlion were less (han $100, suggesting 1hat this
was indeed a modes| expenditure for a candidale
who had succeeded in secursing a nominalion.

S The personal reference 10 “our own Henry
Leller” was (or 1he benelit of Howard's Sampy
Counly readers Leller was from Springfield, in
Sampy County.

¢ Relereate is lo Bryan's opponents in lhe de-
bhate, Senatar David B RKill al New Yark, Senalor
William F. Vitas ol Wisconsin, and Governor John
E. Russel) of Massachuselts, gold slandard Demo-
crals wha upheld (he minon(y report sel forth by
disseming members of the platform commiltes
Bryan was supparted by Senalor Benjarmin Titlman
ol South Caralina, who opened the debate lor the
silveriles.

' Allthese men were defegales wslh ihe excep-
lion of Boydsion, who, like Howard, atiended the
convenlion as an allémate-at-large,
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