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Radical Democracy in the Midwest:

The Formation of the Minnesota Farmer-Labor Party
“All great fundamental issues must be decided by a struggle between organized forces. Special interests have their forces secretly organized and have the power to create popularity for their representatives. Unless the masses…elect public officials pledged to an agreed platform, they are doomed to failure. This is no theory, we have proven it in Minnesota…”

In 1936, Ernest Lundeen, a Farmer-Labor representative from Minnesota, stood in front of the U.S. House of Representatives and entered into the record the platform and history of the Minnesota Farmer-Labor Party. This was an important moment for his party: it was challenging the traditional political system in Minnesota and winning. The Minnesota Farmer Labor Party represented the culmination of a movement that began when the farmers of North Dakota organized together to reclaim their government from the influence and control of wealthy elites both in the state and in the Twin Cities. The Party and the political movement it represented aimed to return democratic power to the working-class, who had been forgotten by their government in favor of the interests of organized capital. The movement represents the collective desire of a neglected working-class to demand the reinstatement of America core ideals: that this nation should be a land of opportunity for all, where the government is an instrument of the people to represent them, act in their interests, assist them in the realization of their dreams, allow them to express themselves freely, and to give dignity back to the people who built and everyday sustained their state and their nation as whole.


In a nation that has known no great working-class party, the movement that culminated in the formation and success of the Minnesota Farmer-Labor Party stands out as a rare instance of working-class party formation. A movement that claims its constituents and beneficiaries as the lower-classes of our society, those who labor for an hourly wage or for a harvest, those who are easily replaced, those whose dignity is stripped from them by demeaning conditions and insufficient compensation, and those whose true political power is denied them by powerful elites, has never held sustained political influence in the United States.

Although consisting primarily of two separate organizations, the farmer-labor movement should be examined as a whole because its importance rests in its common rejection of the power of organized elites and the promotion of the ideals of representative democracy. The evolution of the Farmer-Labor Party from the fold of the Non-Partisan League represents an important step in the movement’s history, a history incomplete without a thorough study of both organizations. The success of the movement is a result of the triumph of the working-class in overcoming its political and economic subordination.

In Minnesota the Non-Partisan League’s influence and the hope it inspired infiltrated and diversified the labor movement. The influence and power of organized capital, best represented by the semi-secret Citizen’s Alliance, crushed all attempts by labor to organize and work collectively for its economic and political benefit. The Citizens’ Alliance used its influence over politicians to allow them to use extra-legal methods to break strikes and keep Minneapolis an “open-shop” city, effectively reducing the power of organized labor.


When the best efforts of the Non-Partisan League failed, Farmers and workers joined together to form the Minnesota-Farmer Labor Party. The Farmer-Labor Party was a truly working-class party that worked to represent the interests of the working people who rejected the domination of elite-led politics in favor of democracy. The organizing and efforts of the working class to reclaim their government against great odds is a history rich in significance and relevance.
Farmers

In the 1910’s, from the fields of North Dakota sprang the idea that ordinary citizens, not businessmen and wealthy elites, should control the functioning of their government for the benefit of everyone. This was hardly a new idea; it had been the promise of American democracy since its founding. It had been the spirit that gave Americans the right to call themselves a free nation. Decades of corruption, collusion, deceit, and greed in politics had forced citizens to vote for the lesser of two evils instead of a candidate that represented them. This brand of politics and the almost limitless power it gave to the privileged few resulted in the abuse of that power for private profit and public despair. 

Arising out of those North Dakota prairies came an idea that the ordinary citizen did not have to sit by and watch as his or her government was stolen from him or her. The ideals of the founding fathers were to be reborn by first- and second- generation immigrant farmers who were not willing to let go of the promise of the American Dream. To emancipate themselves from the yoke of organized wealth, the Non-Partisan League inspired working people, organized them, and gave them back the power to shape their economic lives. The Non-Partisan League represents the first steps in the movement to reject servile status of ordinary citizens, join together in common interest, and reclaim the ideal that American government should not be a plutocracy but a government of the people, by the people and for the people.

The Non-Partisan League came into existence in response to a series of abuses perpetrated on the farmers of North Dakota through the collusion of organized businesspeople with common interests. Using their stranglehold over the transportation, grading and processing of wheat and other grains, businesspeople swindled the farmer out of much-needed profits and made sure that they could continue to do so by controlling elected officials. The more money they stole from the farmers the more power they bought, which they, in turn, used to gain more money. The farmers, the majority of whom were first or second generation immigrants, did not alone possess the tools with which they could challenge the monopolization of power and wealth in the hands of the privileged few. The dream they or their parents had when coming to the prairies of America’s Upper Midwest, that by means of their labor they could elevate their and their family’s lot in life, was denied them by the greed of organized capital.

The prairies of the Upper Midwest with their vast tracts of flat ground and fertile soil, combined with government programs that rewarded settlement with free or cheap land, created the perfect situation for European immigrants and restless Americans looking to work to build a new life. According to the Census Bureau, in 1910 89% of the population of North Dakota was rural, with only five metropolitan areas with a population of over 5,000.
 Over a quarter of the population was foreign-born, mainly of Scandinavian or German descent, and nearly the same number were the children of immigrants.
 All but a small fraction of the population, in fact, had been born outside of North Dakota, demonstrating that the population consisted primarily of those people seeking a place where their labor would provide them new opportunities. 


The ambition of these pioneering yeomen was soon crushed by the realities of life on the prairie. Although farmers constituted the most populous group in the region, they had very little control over their circumstances. North Dakota and much of the Upper Midwest were dominated, not by interests in their own state, but by the railroad, banking and grain interests of Minneapolis, St. Paul and Duluth, Minnesota. Accepted as fact by people of every class and political creed, North Dakota “always has been and perhaps always will be in some particulars a province of St. Paul and Minneapolis, rather than an economically and politically independent state.”


The Republican ticket was king in North Dakota since its inception as a state. People voted consistently for Republican candidates more than almost any of the other states
. The railroads gave generously to Republican candidates and provided them with free railroad transportation during the campaign season, in return for favorable treatment regarding regulation, rate control and enforcement of existing laws. Besides the normal branches of executive, judicial and legislative, Lewis F. Crawford asserts there was an “invisible government” of men most North Dakotans had never seen, much less voted for.
 Besides the “Revolution of 1906,” when a progressive governor was elected following the example of Robert LaFollette Sr., of Wisconsin, North Dakotan politics remained the same.
 During their short stint with progressivism the population saw little change and very little difference in their treatment between the “progressives,” the Republicans or any other party, however the “Revolution” did pass one significant piece of legislation that would provide the Non-Partisan League with its greatest tool, the direct primary. Besides a few pieces of new legislation the North Dakotan farmer had little reason to believe that he could be saved from his situation and be truly represented by the candidates of either party. 


The farmers of North Dakota, Minnesota and other states of the region were blessed with an environment ideal for the cultivation of wheat. The severe winters and short growing seasons created the “world’s best wheat” which was in constant demand across the continent and Europe.
 The normal process of obtaining a plot of land was through homesteading, meaning that the initial investment was nearly negligible. The farmer thus, has a product that is in high demand and requires little capital to begin, by normal logic he should be rich, but the hands of greedy men take the profit from him and leave him impoverished and in debt. 


In a speech to an association of grain farmers from the Dakotas and Minnesota, the president of the North Dakota Agricultural College, John H. Worst, asserted that “Fifty-Five million dollars a year is lost to the farmers of North Dakota through unfair grain practices.”
 According to the 1910 Census over half the farms in North Dakota were mortgaged and the average debt had increased over the last twenty years 176.4% from $902 to $2493.
 Instead of getting rich off their labor, the wheat farmers of the Upper Midwest were barely staying afloat. The middlemen were destroying the promise that once attracted these farmers to the area and they were getting rich off the labor the farmers provided.

The middlemen who held a stranglehold on the economy of North Dakota were primarily the milling, banking and railroad interests centered in Minneapolis. In the milling industry, there were several large operations and smaller ones as well, but they were all organized together under the banner of the Minneapolis Chamber of Commerce, St. Paul Association of Commerce or the Duluth Board of Trade.
 These predatory special interests held a collusive stranglehold over the grain trade of the Upper Midwest. They organized together to accrue the most profit possible without regard for the farmer who produced it. They exercised their power through their monopoly on grading, pricing and conditions of purchase.

After the farmer had harvested his wheat, he had two options open to him: he could take it to his local elevator or pay the freight charges himself to send it to Minneapolis. The collusive nature of the Minneapolis Chamber of Commerce made either way equally unfair. Members of the Minneapolis Chamber of Commerce owned most of the local elevator outfits and those they didn’t own were under their thumb in other ways and the prices set by the Chamber of Commerce were sent daily to all the local elevators in the area.
 

At the elevators farmers had the first taste of the harm of this monopolistic control over their economic livelihood. The grain was graded by a Minneapolis-paid grain grader, who would run their hand through the top of the grain and grade it based, supposedly, on appearance, weight, hardness, and clearness to determine its milling qualities
. The price paid for grain decreased drastically depending on its grade. It was graded No. 1 hard, No. 1 Northern, No. 2, No. 3, No. 4, No Grade, Rejected, from best to worst. (charts)In an interview of a professional grain grader by the Non-Partisan Leader he remarks on the inaccuracy of the grades:
Why, they’re a joke- that is it would be funny if it wasn’t so serious. Grain is sold here under grades-the Minnesota grades-which are a system of guess work, more or less good guesses, but they have nothing to do with the real value of the grain. Some inspector guesses what grade a sample of grain is, and that’s the grade it must be sold or purchased under. If you don’t like his guess you can call in another guesser, a re-inspector, he is called. He guesses on it and chances are, confirms the first guesser, whose guess he apprised of beforehand. Then you can call in three more guessers, if you are still dissatisfied. They call these three the board of appeals. You must tell them what the other two have guessed and they then confirm the unanimous opinion of the other two guessers, and there you are…Fair grades will never exist till they are established by milling tests.

Because of the profits gained from this unfair grading, the powers that be destroyed all attempts to create uniform, fair grading practices as law.


Once the elevators had purchased the grain at a certain grade, it was their property and they were free to sell it at a higher grade, which in the same interview the grain grader commented was usually the more accurate grade.
 The farmers lost money on other aspects of the grading process as well. They were charged “dockage” for dirt or other non-grain particles in their loads, whether they existed or not, and they were not paid for the by-products of wheat, like bran. According to experiments and calculations done at the North Dakota Agricultural Experiment Station, on a 100,000,000-bushel crop (In 1915 North Dakota’s crop was 140,000,000-bushels) when you factor in these losses, the farmers received $55,865,000 less than they should have received.
 

The members of the Chamber of Commerce thus made enormous profits through the grading and pricing system, but they still held another power over the farmer: the manipulation of the futures market to sink the price of grain just when the farmers had no other options. The Chamber of Commerce knew that most farmers were in debt (to their banks) in the fall, had no place to store their grain and thus were forced to sell it at whatever price was asked by the market. Using their friends in the press, the members of the Chamber were able to spread many rumors in the fall to drive prices down. In August 1915, at the beginning of the Great War, a false story was spread that European orders for two million bushels of wheat had been cancelled and prices dropped several cents and never improved.
 In September of that same year, the profits for traders were between 39% and 73% for grains sold to war-torn England.
 These huge profits, especially during the wartime years, should have been going to the farmers whose labor and skills were unrecognized by the capitalists in Minneapolis in their head-long pursuit of profit without regard to the lives they destroyed along the way.

Of course the mills were not the only ones trying to get a piece of the action from the defenseless farmer. The railroad industry also used its monopoly over transportation and its connections in government to exploit the farmers who needed their trains to get their wheat to the markets. Though virtually every other state had issued legislation forcing railroads to lower freight rates, the power of the railroads in North Dakota’s legislature had succeeded in allowing the railroads to operate at the same rates they had begun with when they were first built, though their traffic had more than significantly increased. According to Robert Morlan, it was cheaper to ship goods from St. Paul to eastern Montana than it was to ship the same goods from Fargo to Grand Forks, though the distance of the latter was hundreds of miles shorter.
 The cars furnished for use were many times leaky, this meant that, as the train traveled over hundreds of miles bushels upon bushels of the farmers’ crop fell out along the tracks, since farmers were paid by the weight of their goods on arrival they lost money. To make matters worse, laws concerning the condition of cars, allowed for an unsuitable car to be repaired by the customer and that the money spent could be recovered by suit. However litigation fees were usually more than the cost of repairs.


Due to the inability of farmers to amass sufficient with which to improve their farms, pay for hospital bills, and pay the fees required by the railroads to ship their crops to market, most farmers had to take out loans from the banks. The farmers were indebted to the local banks, the local banks were indebted to the Minneapolis banks, and the Minneapolis banks were financed by the wealth of the milling industry. The power that the milling interests wielded through the banking apparatus put the farmer in a position which Charles Russell describes as “chattel slavery [which] itself could hardly have provided a more perfect subjugation
.”

In 1913, a bill was introduced to the North Dakota legislature which would have brought the legal rate of interest down from 12% to 10%. After careful consideration by a committee consisting of bankers and merchants, it was killed
. At the next session of the legislature the reduction was made, but the wording of the bill allowed for banks to continue lending at usurious rates of 12%, 14% and higher. The wording of the law made any redress a suit to recover against the farmer’s local bank.
 Bringing a legal suit against a local bank would be suicide to any farmer who must look to that bank for a loan or for cash once he had sold his wheat. A suit of this type could result in a farmer being blacklisted from future loans from any bank in North Dakota, due to their collusion against rebellious farmers.


In the history of North Dakota, the farmers had not stood idle but had made many previous attempts to untangle themselves from the yoke of business interests. Earlier, farmers had thrown their support behind experiments in Grangerism, Populism and Progressivism, none of which yielded any concrete change and essentially were just momentary obstacles to the domination of the “old gang.” The most influential had been the American Society of Equity, which was an organization that promoted farmer and consumer cooperatives and was vehemently fought by private corporations. Its greatest success came when it organized voters and legislators to amend the state constitution to allow the state’s ownership of terminal elevators. The state’s ownership of terminal elevators was determined to be the only way to return fair practices to the milling industry and give the farmers their rightful earnings. Although the constitution had been amended to allow for state-owned elevators, the bill that would make it a reality was defeated. In the furor that followed, one representative told a group of angry farmers to leave the running of the state to the politicians and advised them to “go home and slop the hogs.”
 Against this blatant disregard for the interests and will of the mass of the people of the state a new movement began, one that would sweep aside the old regime and help to return democracy to the people of the upper Midwest.

The Non-Partisan League’s founder, leader and most influential figure was Arthur C. Townley. Townley was born in 1880 and raised in northwestern Minnesota.  He graduated from high school and, after teaching school for two years, moved to western North Dakota to begin farming with his brother. After a few good years, Townley, once called the “flax king of the Northwest took out loans to purchase tractors and other equipment to capitalize on the high price of flax.
 Though the Townley brothers had toiled long and hard to prepare the land, plant the crop and harvest it, the abuses of the bankers, the millers and the railroad owners had combined to drive the price of flax below the price of production and left them “with scarcely the price of a sandwich between them.”


Townley saw many of his fellow farmers fall into the same ruinous times as he had, and looked for ways to remedy their situations. He began to realize that the remedy to these problems lay in gaining the control of the state government. Without the support of the state government the business interests could no longer steal money from the pockets of the farmers. Townley first turned to the Socialist party which hired him as an organizer in 1914. He was very successful in organizing farmers to support and work for candidates who were committed to the party’s platform. However, the success Townley had was threatening to the more hard-line Socialists, and in January 1915, the leaders of the party dissolved the organizing efforts convinced that the new members were not schooled enough in Socialist doctrine and principles.
 

After the Socialist party had turned its back on Townley and the farmers, Townley realized that a third party was not the solution. It was not a matter of which party was in power, parties were just names  of organizations thrown about to conceal the fact that behind them the same interests were always in control. The millers, the bankers and the railroad men dominated every level of the process from the primary to election day. Yet the mechanism to overthrow the regime of the business interests was present in the direct primary election. Whatever interests, be it the farmers or the “old gang,” that could win the primaries would control the whole system.

The political status quo in North Dakota was based upon the fact that although the farmers were in an overwhelming majority, they could not stick together and instead voted for candidates for no better reason than that they always had voted for their party. Arthur Townley and his early cohort of farmers and other former organizers set about devising a new plan to capture not just one office but the entire state to work for farmers. Their plan involved gaining the support of the farmers through organizing drives and meetings to support a slate candidates chosen by farmers who agreed to a specific platform created for the benefit of farmers. The platform was created to attack the institutions that had protected the hegemony of the organized capitalists and special interests and to return the control of the state to the people. The proposed platform was straightforward and drew from demands that had for years been approved of by the farmers and rejected for years by their “representatives”:
State Ownership of terminal elevators, flour mills, packing houses and cold-storage plants

State inspection of grain and grain dockage

Exemption of farm improvements from taxation

State hail insurance on the acreage tax basis

Rural credit banks operated at cost

Using this platform and this new plan to reclaim the North Dakotan government for the people, Non-Partisan League organizers set out to gain the support of the farmers. 

Townley’s first converts were the Wood family, Since the elder Wood was Townley’s first target because he was one of the most respected members of the Equity Society
. After winning the Woods over, Townley and the eldest son, Howard Wood, took the Woods’ Ford down the road and in the first day shared their ideas with nine farmers and won them all over. Using Wood’s Ford they continued for the next six days, speaking to seventy-nine more farmers and winning every one of them over to the Non-Partisan idea. 


To sign up, a farmer was required to pay dues that paid for the maintenance of the organization and its efforts, and later, also paid for a subscription to the Non-Partisan Leader. Charles Russell notes that the amount paid in dues ($2.50 in the beginning up to $16 during the primaries) was very steep for a very impoverished area like rural North Dakota
, but that Townley argued for it because he felt that if the farmers paid in they would feel they had more of a stake in the organization and would “stick-stick till Hell freezes over
.”  Townley believed that, to combat the unlimited resources of the elites, they had to raise a large enough fund to support an effective campaign. Also Townley adopted a tactic he had learned as a Socialist organizer, farmers were allowed to pay their dues in postdated checks. This way a farmer who had little money to spare in March or April could pay with a check made out for harvest time when they would be able to afford it. However, the first few converts paid in postdated checks and the money quickly ran out for gasoline. However the Woods and several of their neighbors joined together to sign notes enough to buy two more Fords and gasoline for them. 

In a short while the Non-Partisan League had 10 automobiles canvassing the state. The numbers kept increasing as enrollments increased. By July the League could boast of 10,000 members, and when the official League organ the Non-Partisan Leader was first put to print in September the League had 22,000 members. 

In the beginning, all it took to sign up members was to mention their treatment by the collusive forces of the “old gang” and then the converted farmers would assist in spreading the Non-Partisan League “gospel” to their neighbors.
 But, as numbers grew and the special interests became aware of the threat posed by the organization and began to fight back, the arguments had to become more refined and the organizers had to be trained to combat the propaganda of state’s ruling elites. The main aspect organizers began to stress was organization.
 The lynchpin of the business interests’ power was that the farmers were not unified. This lack of steadfast unity and organization was what allowed the privileged few to rule over the majority of the populace. The farmers constituted 85% of the state’s population and the Non-Partisan League aimed to hold that majority together and use it to crush the old guard and through the ballot bring about a “new day” for North Dakota’s farmers. The farmers had always voiced their opinion and, as individuals, had been ignored, the League gave them the opportunity to combine their voice with others in a cacophony that could not be ignored and the farmers flocked to the League with great vigor and enthusiasm.

To combat the ever-increasing flow of mis-information, mis-quotation, and libelous slander propagated by the many media outlets at the disposal of the organized business interests, the Non-Partisan Leader was founded in September of 1915. As the League gained strength, newspapers began to warn farmers of strangers trying to swindle them out of their money. They called League members “six-dollar suckers” referring to the price of membership at the time and the Steele County Ozone even told its readers “not to sign any papers or make pledges or promises until after they have consulted with their banker or with the editor of this paper.”
 In response to these newspaper reports, one of the first issues of the Leader retorted:
A gang of politicians may steal $60,000 of the farmers’ money, to be used to help more completely skin said farmer, and the dollarized press simply smiles a sweet smile and winks a sly wink. A farmer pays $6 to help perfect an organization for the purpose of protecting himself from sluggers and respectable highbinders, and the same dollarized press throws a series of conniption fits, turns in a double-alarm fire alarm, knocks the cat off the back fence and rips its low-necked nightie from hem to collar band.

The Leader was viewed by the farmers as a paper of their own. Its contents were primarily dedicated to promoting the league’s philosophy, attacking the “old gang,” responding to attacks on the League by other publications. It also contained many poignant political cartoons mocking “Big Biz” and the “old gang,” while lauding the farmers and the Non-Partisan League in their struggles to wrest their government from the control of the wealthy elites of the railroad, milling and banking concerns. The paper also included lighter reading like serials, reader letters and non-political cartoons, but as the fight against the organized special interests heated up, these section were slimmed down or even dropped for the sake of more serious journalism. 

The stage was set for the League to begin its final push to control the state. The next election would be in November of 1916, with the primary, the real battle of the campaign, occurring in June.  The first step the League had to take was to select a slate of candidates to be its representatives in the primaries. This might have seemed an easy enough task, but Arthur Townley knew differently.

The plan for selecting the nominees began with voting at local polling places to select delegates to district meetings which would then choose legislative candidates and delegates to the state nominating convention to be held in Fargo on March 29 and 30. This was the League members’ first opportunity to use the full potential of their membership card by voting for who they trust to make the big decisions. The Leader printed several editorials and other columns warning the League’s members to beware of office-seekers and those who campaign for office only to “seek the glory of political prestige.”
 Instead the Leader and Townley called upon the farmers to select men who desire nothing for themselves but only the good they can do for (the farmer).”
 In one instance, a newspaper editor wrote to a farmer asking him if he would gather some friends and asked if they would help secure his nomination for League candidate for governor. This letter was printed on the front page of the Leader with a warning that this was the type of person that the farmers should avoid.
 

The turnout rates for the local caucuses were extraordinary, with a dozen precincts with 100% attendance and none of the others with less than 90%.
 In a move that demonstrated the purity of their commitment to the farmers and baffled the opposition press, League officials (including Townley) sought no nominations, stating:

“The men who started and built this organization are at work to place the government of North Dakota in the hands of the people of North Dakota- not to grab office for themselves.”
  

The men who were nominated for legislative office were of such a fine character that one, formerly opposition paper commented: “Their reputations are such that they could have been elected any time they chose to seek office, whether they were indorsed by any league or not.”
 The delegates and thousands of other farmers then set upon Fargo for the state nominating convention.

In the convention itself, the forty-nine delegates were allowed to suggest candidates whose names were written on a blackboard. These suggested candidates for the open state-wide offices were then discussed in detail for extended periods of time until a slate was agreed upon “without friction at all.”
 Of the candidates agreed upon, the majority of non-Supreme Court positions were to be filled by farmers, and all candidates had shown a deep commitment to the cause of the farmers. The man who would lead the ticket as governor was Lynn J. Frazier, a farmer with a degree from the state university, who hailed from the small township of Hoople. Nearly all the candidates nominated at the convention signed the League pledge to ensure their commitment to the farmers:
I hereby pledge myself to the following:

That I will allow my name to be placed on the (Republican/Democratic/Socialist) ticket to be voted on at the June primaries and, if nominated, will continue to act as the Farmers’ non-Partisan Political League candidate till after the polls close on Nov 7, 1916; and if elected I will at all times vote and work for measures and amendments that will assure justice to the farmers and all the people of the state, in accordance with the progressive and cardinal principles of the league and the wishes of my constituents.

After the nominations, there were speeches and a grand parade-with 2000 farmers and two bands marching down Fargo’s Broadway with fireworks roaring overhead.
 Just as the rockets’ red glare seen by Francis Scott Key over Fort McHenry had revealed that the flag still stood, immortalizing the defiance of the American spirit against the tyranny of foreign invasion, the scene the rockets that evening in Fargo illuminated, stood testament to the defiance of the American spirit against the tyranny of the privileged special interests that had stolen power from the mass of the people.

In the lead up to the June primaries the opposition used many tactics to try and swing the vote away from the League-endorsed candidates, including claiming the League was run by Socialists who would take away farms, that as members of the organizations farmers would be responsible for league debts, even telling the farmers to not give up hope in the Equity Society which they once viciously attacked, but it was all for naught as the League’s candidates won virtually every race they were in. Every candidate for state office was nominated and most of the legislative candidates were also victorious.  Due to violent storms on election day, some farmers had been forced to swim across flooded streams to cast their ballots.


The parties now belonged, once again, to the people of North Dakota. The State Central Committees of both the Republicans and Democrats, feeling the pressure of going against the league, adopted platforms (especially the Republicans) that nearly mirrored the Non-Partisan League’s platform.
 In the November elections, all of the League’s candidates won except for their nominee for treasurer, a Democrat, who had lost by 200 votes. The League had succeeded in taking over the state for the benefit of its people. Without resorting to creating a third-party, the entrenched oligarchy of the party’s elites and their wealthy backers had been smashed and the people’s voice was once again the strongest in the state. 

Beginning after the June primary, researchers traveled to the three neighboring states-Minnesota, South Dakota and Montana-and neighboring Canadian provinces to test the water and see if the Non-Partisan ideal could take hold in these regions. The greatest interests of these areas was Minnesota. Many farmers of western Minnesota had expressed a desire for an extension of the League in to their territory. In the fall of 1916, between 80 and 90 Ford automobiles, with their organizers, were sent into Minnesota to attempt to capture the state in 1918.
 When the Non-Partisan League speakers came to Minnesota in the summer of 1917, their meetings in Montevideo, Glencoe, New Ulm and Chatfield brought out more than 10,000 farmers many driving in from other counties.
  In remarking about one of the meetings, the Thief-River Falls News-Press commented: 
Personally we must admit this was the first opportunity we had to hear the League principles advocated and explained. We had gained the impression from the Grand Forks Herald (one of North Dakota’s most anti-League newspapers) and other radical newspapers that the organizers were anarchists, cut-throats and thieves and had been prepared for the worst. Instead the discussion was conducted along generally approved lines, the truth of a majority of the assertions was undeniable.


However Minnesota was a much different state than North Dakota. With much of its population residing in urban areas, the League would have to gain the support of more than just farmers to capture the state in 1918. One if its greatest assets was its relation to the labor movement. Many of the League’s leaders were former Socialists and sympathetic to labor’s oppression in the Twin Cities area and in the Iron Range. Early in the 1916 North Dakota primary-run, League leaders had met with leaders representing the minor labor movement in North Dakota and had been granted their endorsement. If the working-class was going to reclaim Minnesota from the clenches of the entrenched oligarchy of the wealthy few, it was going to need the cooperation of both of the two most exploited groups: farmers and labor.
Labor


Wage-workers faced much of the same economic and political oppression at the hands of organized capitalists as the farmers did. Their oppression took different forms than that of the farmers, but served the same purpose- to concentrate wealth and power in the hands of the few and keep the working-class subservient. The hope for political change that had been re-ignited by the farmers victories in North Dakota spread into the labor movement and helped to foster the cooperation of the working-class towards the mutual goal of returning power to the people so that they could use their government as an instrument for the attainment of a better life for themselves and their families. The struggle for this power would reveal that if the working-class was going to take back Minnesota they would need to utilize different tactics than their brothers in North Dakota; they would need a new party.

Minnesota’s working-class population, like North Dakota’s, represented the vast majority of the population and yet its power was just as negligible. Approximately thirty percent of the state’s population lived in the industrial centers of Minneapolis, St. Paul or Duluth, meaning a much higher percentage of the people were employed as wage-workers. According to the 1910 Census, in Minnesota, there were 156,708 farms equaling a population of about 780, 685 (assuming an average of a 5 person family farm) with about 100,000 hired men employed on farms. There were also 102,881 people employed in industrial wage-earning jobs and 140,000 employed in shops, railways etc. and according to the Working Peoples’ Non-Partisan League they represented a population of nearly one million people.
 In total, the working-class population of Minnesota was approximately 1,880,000 of the total population of 2,075,708, or nearly 90% of the state. 

To suppress the rightful power of the working-class’s majority, the elites of the Twin Cities employers formed a new organization to work together to thwart the ambitions of labor. The Citizen’s Alliance was born out of fear of the rising power of organized labor in 1903. It piggy-backed on previous organizations of employers like the Business Union, the Commercial Club and the National Metal Trades Association. The purpose of the organization was revealed in its constitution:
1. To promote, on a fair and equitable basis, industrial peace and prosperity in the community, and the steady employment of labor

2. To discourage strikes, lockouts, and unfair demands by either employer or employee

3. To secure for the employer and employee freedom of contract in the manner of employment

4. To uphold the principle of the Open Shop

The companies that participated in the Citizens’ Alliance ranged from small bakeries to the giants of their industries including the Pillsbury-Washburn milling concern. The milling concerns and their client banks helped to form the financial backbone of the Alliance, while the machine-shop employers led the ideological end.
  Dues to the Citizens’ Alliance were $10.00 for smaller firms, $25.00 for medium-sized firms and $50.00 for large firms.

The ideology of the Citizens’ Alliance can be characterized by the many ways, other than economic reasons, they used to justify their actions. Much of their propaganda asserted Social Darwinism. They believed that economic mobility was tied directly to the willingness of the worker to put in a hard-days work. Many of their personal stories had this illusory aspect of “rags to riches.” The “grand old man of the Alliance,” A. W. “Bert” Strong told an audience: “When I was still a young man…I decided I would like to be my own boss. I had no capital but I was young with plenty of blood and vinegar in me. I was ready to take a chance… for I had a plan to buy out this business of which I am now president.”
 This idealized method of mobility allowed for those who were the most able and motivated to succeed and claimed that other workers (those who didn’t have such success) were of an inferior caliber and justified their lower wages. In one pamphlet of the Alliance, the author concludes that livng costs would decrease, “when the people who build homes will do a full day’s work ungrudgingly.”
 One of the other ideological strategies they used was religion. With the “backing” of religion the members of the Alliance could rationalize their actions under the cloak of altruism and principle, instead of self-serving and profit-oriented. Yale sociologist, Charles Walker, who studied the Alliance, commented on “Bert” Strong and other Alliance leaders’ style: “This is neither politics nor economics- it is theology.”
 This “theological” justification was used to inflame members with a religious fervor to the righteousness of the open-shop movement. The zealous nature of their ideology, resulted in a “victory at all costs” mentality that would justify the outrageous means they employed to crush organized labor.
The Citizens’ Alliance used many tactics to keep Minneapolis an open-shop city. If its own members, during times of strike, leaned away from the open-shop policies of the Alliance, harsh action was threatened. During the 1911 building trades strike, the Alliance threatened a materials boycott on any builder that signed with the unions.
 Since the lumber and building material firms were all members of the Alliance, this threat carried a great weight. The main banks of the Twin Cities were also under the thumb of Alliance members, and their control over loans, credit restrictions and other financial needs gave them great leverage in keeping members committed and loyal to the open-shop ideology. Most Twin Cities employers that needed raw materials or credit for their business were at the mercy of the Alliance and its monopoly over employer ideology.
To aid employers whose workers were on strike, the Citizens’ Alliance had many weapons at their disposal to break the strikes to keep the area open-shop. To deal with striking employees, the Alliance suggested dual “carrot and stick” tactics to root out and eliminate rebellious elements and to break the will of less-devoted workers. “Carrot” tactics were usually introduced in the beginning of a strike to lure less-dedicated strikers back to the employers’ side through enticements. These could include pensions, vacations, insurance and even promotions for those that broke strike lines and rejoined the workforce.
 Another strategy employed by Alliance members was the creation and maintenance of employer-run unions. In one document set to members of the alliance, leaders wrote” it is highly essential that the management see to it that tried and true employe(e)s assume the leadership…then…an organization will have been set up which will automatically exclude the racketeer or the unscrupulous, prejudiced union working delegate.”
 By fostering company unions, the solidarity of employees from different plants was eliminated, the leadership consisted of workers loyal to the employer instead of their fellow workers and the close-ties to the employer allowed for greater control and vigilance of employees.
If these efforts failed the Alliance relied upon more severe methods to deal with strikers through questionable and, many times, illegal means. These “stick” tactics included firing of employees, using replacement workers, use of a secret force of spies within factories and unions, and violence perpetrated by private security  or by police upon striking workers. To prevent strikes from ever occurring and to try and keep unionism out of their companies the Alliance recommended that the following behaviors be used as grounds for dismissal by employers against their employees:
The possession or exercise by an employe(e) of any habits, demeanor, characteristics action or course of action that makes him objectionable to other employe(e)s, the public, or to the Management, or that makes his retention in service disruptive of the spirit of harmony therein, or would cause other employe(e)s to leave the service.

Engaging in organization activities or any other activities outside of regular duties, during work hours. 

Practicing or encouraging by conspiracy or force the lowering of personal efficiency, the limitation of output, or advocating, or participating in activities or action tending to create discord between employe(e)s or between Management and employe(e)s.

…Preaching or advocating doctrines of communism, or conspiring in any manner against the government of the United States.

Under these guidelines employees’ jobs could be taken away for any number of trumped up reasons in order to undermine any attempts at organizing to try and gain a better life for themselves or their family through the strength of their numbers, the employers’ need for their labor to maintain his wealth, or through their convictions and belief in the promises of American democracy. 


The jobs of striking workers were also in jeopardy, due to the extent of replacement workers kept by Citizens’ Alliance members and their ability to gather skilled workers from other areas in Minnesota and neighboring states to work as scabs and undermine the positions of their brothers who were striking for better conditions and a better life. To break the 1903 millers’ strike, which included almost every millworker in Minneapolis and was one of the first tests of the Alliance’s ability to uphold its policies towards dealing with labor disputes, the alliance advertised to University students, millers from other milling towns in Minnesota like New Ulm and Sleepy Eye, and from as far away as Milwaukee and Chicago.
 The strikers’ demands had been for an eight-hour day and a wage raise from $1.75 to $2.00 a day and the influx of replacement workers had allowed the plants to operate long enough for the strike fund to run out and force the strikers to drop the strike.
 This victory for the Alliance prompted member and owner of many of Minneapolis mills John Washburn to declare: “The strike is a thing of the past- all our mils are running, all the Pillsbury mils are running…the old men are coming back almost as fast as we could ask them to come. We will get all of them we want.”
 They got all of the employees they wanted and on their terms, and those that were determined to be involved as agitators in the strike were not rehired. The tactics of the alliance to use replacement essentially subverted the attempts of one group of workers to gain fair treatment and a dignified wage for their labor by another group of workers that are trying to eke out a living of their own, while the employers orchestrate the partition of the working-class and pocket the profit of their workers’ labor. 

The alliance, following the example of one of its member, Otis Briggs, utilized spies in many of its companies and their unions to help stomp out discord. Spies gathered evidence at meetings and in conversations with their fellow workers to compile reports on agitators and upcoming stoppages. The members if informed about an upcoming strike could stockpile materials and begin to advertise for replacement workers before the strike even began. Workers who were labeled as agitators could be fired and their names would be spread to other members of the Alliance so they would not be hired elsewhere.
 During a strike every move was known by employers before it happened and in the aftermath criminal prosecutions of workers were based off the evidence gathered from Alliance-paid spies. As president of the National Founders’ Association, before becoming president of the Citizens’ Alliance, Briggs commented that he felt his secret service of spies was “one of the very best investments the Association makes. Without it, I would not know how to direct the work of the Association. It seems to be an indispensable requisite to good results.”
The actions of informants not only helped to root out workers with desires to organize for better conditions and prepare for and combat strikes, but also they served to sew mistrust amongst the workers towards one another and undermine their main source of strength and hope- their solidarity.

The Citizens’ Alliance also used armed guards to break strikes and intimidate strikers. In 1907, the Alliance created a secret service headed by James Ward to help fulfill the open-shop objective. Use of such private investigative agencies as the Pinkertons continued, but with their own protective force of guards armed with bats, clubs and guns the Alliance was better able to intimidate strikers. With the declaration of war in 1917, the Alliance working through one of its other organizations, the Civic and Commerce Association (CCA), created its own private army called the Civilian Auxiliary. The men recruited to serve, William Millikan points out, were all businessmen affiliated with the CCA and most were well beyond the age of military service whose only conceivable use was in the defense of the home front.
 The men trained on the grounds of the University of St. Thomas in St. Paul and later on the grounds of the University of Minnesota, which provided them with Springfield rifles.
 Later that year, the Amalgamated Association of Street and Electric Railway Employees went on strike. The Alliance countered with its usual brand of “carrot and stick” tactics, but when that failed they resorted to force. The Alliance received the support of Minneapolis Sheriff Langum who deputized 600 members of the Auxiliary and legitimized the Alliance’s illegal army
. The army was sent on patrols around the city, clashing with gangs of striking streetcar workers until Federal intervention brought an end to the strike.


Although the Citizens’ Alliance and its membership of anti-union business interests retained a stranglehold on the economic power of the Twin Cities, Labor made many gains in the beginnings of the 20th Century. Besides fighting many, seemingly hopeless, battles against the Alliance and its members and sometimes winning, union membership in Minneapolis rose by 20% between 1905 and 1914.
 Labor also won one of its greatest victories in 1916, on the same day Lynn Frazier became the Non-Partisan League-supported Governor of North Dakota, Minneapolis elected a Socialist mayor, Thomas Van Lear. In his acceptance speech, Van lear declared: “The victory belongs to the common people of this city. The contest between special privilege, seeking control of all city affairs, and the common people who want justice and demand that the people and not the financially powerful should rule.”
 The Alliance knew that the mayor of Minneapolis was not that powerful of a position, but it did give representatives of the working-class a platform with which they could better spread their ideas. Even more threatening to the Alliance, was the fact that the Minneapolis’ working-class had stood together and realized their power to make changes to their government; a power in numbers the Citizens’ Alliance could not hope to duplicate.

The victory of the Non-Partisan League in North Dakota inspired many in Labor. The open primary system utilized so effectively by the farmers, could it not also be used the workers? The Railroad Brotherhood’s State legislative board called for action along the same lines as the farmers had in North Dakota and also expressed their frustration at how labor had conducted itself in previous elections:

“In Minnesota we have a nonpartisan law, but organized labor does not take advantage of this. It has permitted other interests to put their candidates in the field and has simply divided its forces in voting for this one and that one who claimed to be friends of labor. The only real friends labor can count on is itself…Capitalists know no party. They get what they want from the Republicans and Democrats alike. They finance both political parties…those elected are of very necessity obliged to carry out the will of the powers that elected them.

The Railroad Brothers would later be the first representatives of labor to join with the Non-Partisan League to elect their people to offices that concerned their welfare.


Workers had been assaulted and arrested, but their resolve and their commitment to the belief that in this democracy they could change the government to benefit the common people prevailed. The farmers had also faced many hardships, survived, and had come away from the persecution with a new hope- a plan for taking back the government through power in numbers overcoming the great wealth and political power of the special interests. The farmers had provided the impetus to Minnesota’s working-class to reclaim their democracy, but a coalition would take more than just class solidarity.
Toward a New Party


To win state-wide races the working-class would need to build a strong alliance around a common purpose. However, no successful coalition between the two most populous working-class groups existed in Minnesota. Common interests and common enemies would help to galvanize workers, but they needed a firmer, more concrete organization.

The threat of the Non-Partisan League’s organizing in Minnesota and the election of a pro-labor Socialist mayor of Minneapolis hung like storm clouds over the heads of organized wealth in Minnesota. However, the entrance of the United States into the Great War in 1917 gave the oligarchy of elites an opportunity to strike back at the working-class and forestall their gains. The Minnesota Commission of Public safety was created by the legislature in April, 1917, and was given broad powers to “do all acts non-inconsistent with the constitution or laws of the state of Minnesota or of the United States which are necessary or proper for the protection of life and public property.”
 The broad wording and sweeping powers given to the Commission, allowed it to act as a virtual dictatorship with Governor Burnquist as its leader during the war years. 

The commission consisted of seven members, including the Attorney-General and the Governor. The governor, Joseph A.A. Burnquist acted as chairman and appointed the other five members of the commission. For every county, the commission appointed a director whose duty it was to organize a local branch of the Commission of Public Safety. In their pursuit of patriotic duty the legislature had given the Commission unimaginable power that would be used to strip citizens of their constitutionally guaranteed rights to freedom of speech, press and assembly.

With the nation engaged in the Great War, Americans were easily thrown into a fervor over “patriotism.” The Commission, headed by Civic and Commerce Association member and former judge, John McGee, saw its duty as working towards many of the same goals as the Alliance. The commission, along the same ideological lines as “Bert” Strong and other Alliance leaders, realized that although the industrial machine should be left to itself in times of peace, during war:

“…the situation was different. If our soldiers need food and munitions, the man who will not help to their supplying according to his ability, or whom by his conduct, interferes with others producing, is as much an enemy of the country as those in arms against it…It goes without saying that a state which has the right to use its strength to crush its foreign enemies can also protect itself against those enemies at home whose behavior tends to weaken its war capacity.”

These domestic enemies were none other than the organizations created to aid the working-class in its efforts to reclaim democracy from the organized special interests. With the stroke of a pen, Gov. Burnquist, legitimized a war against the working-class and its representatives: the Non-Partisan League, IWW, Socialists and labor agitators. 


McGee, a CCA member known as a “violent tempered and strong willed and intolerant person,” was assigned the job of planning and creating the Home Guard, a military force to replace National Guard.
 By all estimates, Governor Burnquist was under McGee’s thumb and McGee was the dominant force in the Commission. The Home Guard was to be made up of volunteers that would provide their own uniforms, limiting membership to those with means and free-time, in other words, employers and elites.
 The combination of McGee’s dominating spirit and the Home Guard, consisting of businessmen, allowed for the use of the Guard in minimizing IWW labor disruptions on the Iron Range, decreasing labor agitation in Minneapolis and St. Paul, and suppressing the Non-Partisan League in the countryside. 

One of the first targets of the Commission was the Non-Partisan League. It was not easy to probe into the League, especially because of the League’s support of Wilson and its pro-war stance. After the first wave of spies and stenographers came back from League meetings and rallies without any evidence of seditious or disloyal sentiments by the League, McGee sent special agent, and CCA member, Charles Ames to investigate the League.
 Ames’ report to Burnquist was completely opposite to earlier reports. “Early impressions as to the dangerous character of the league have been confirmed,” he continued that he was “convinced that they (NPL leaders) are planning a social revolution” and that their “extraordinary profiteering performances are merely means to ends which are so radical that they pass beyond the bounds of a legitimate political movement.” According to Ames, the League’s plan would, “involve use of violence if its ends cannot be accomplished by peaceable means.”
 Ames’ report allowed for the legitimate League to become a target of legal persecution on the grounds of false accusations of disloyalty.

In September of 1917 the League sponsored the Producers and Consumers Convention in St. Paul which was to spark increased persecution of the working-class. Townley was later arrested for circulating seditious material, based on his speech at the convention. He spoke thusly: “The purpose of this meeting…is to discuss and plan and prepare to fight for our rights and our interests. Problems that confron the farmers and the city workers must be solved. They are common problems and a common effort will be necessary to solve them.”
 More sensational was the misquoting of a speech by Senator Robert LaFollette Sr., of Wisconsin, by the Associated Press, which made his statements sound like a German sympathizer. The results of this misquotation included a call from the Governor for LaFollette’s extradition to Minnesota for prosecution and a motion to expel the Senator from the United States Senate for treason introduced by Minnesota’s Republican senator.
 Following the convention, McGee stated in an outburst typifying his stance in regard to working-class organizations: “A Non-Partisan League lecturer is a traitor every time…no matter what he says or does…Where we made the mistake was in not establishing a firing squad in the first days of the war. We should get busy and have that firing squad working overtime.”

Organizations like the IWW and the Socialists, with their anti-war stance, were vulnerable to persecution. Under broad interpretations of state law, the Commission informed local sheriffs they could prevent or break –up any meeting that might lead to disorder or where seditious statements were going to be made and arrest the disloyal speakers. Sheriffs and local citizens then took it upon themselves to disband Socialist and IWW meetings across the state by force. In Dale, Minnesota a company of Hoe Guard troops from three neighboring counties raided a Socialist picnic, burning Socialist signs pennants and thousands of copies of the Socialist newspaper, New Times.
 US Army officers stationed in Minneapolis made a sweep of the city confiscating all copies of the New Times from newsstands and even intimidated newsboys into promising never to sell the paper under threat of jailing.
 Socialist leaders and politicians were arrested in large numbers, including the Socialist candidate for Governor who would be running against Commission Chairman Burnquist in the 1918 election.

 In order to crush the IWW’s influence on the Iron Range, the Commission pushed through the legislature the Criminal Syndicalism statute that basically forbade all activities of IWW activists and categorized them as traitors. Several of the commission members even expressed a desire that IWW agitators be put in special indoctrination camps.
 Editors of the IWW’s Swedish-language newspaper Allarm, were arrested for printing anti-war editorials.
 Commission member John Lind bragged that the Commission had “better control of the IWW than IWW leader ‘Big Bill’ Haywood.”
 The use of broad interpretations of laws allowed the Public Safety Commission to disregard constitutional guarantees and crush organizations of the working-class by repealing their rights to free speech, free assembly and free press.
The Citizens’ Alliance, The Civic and Commerce Association, and their legitimate puppet military force the Commission of Public Safety zealously worked to crush the hope and ambitions of the working-class that had dared to reveal its power in the takeover of North Dakota by the farmers and the election of a pro-labor mayor of Minneapolis. In the run-up to the 1918 election the cards had been stacked in favor of the ruling elites and the voices of the working-class had been muffled. However, hope was not lost and in March of 1918, Non-Partisan League representatives and representatives of leftist labor unions met to nominate a slate for the June Republican primary that would represent the interests of the working-class.  To run against J.A.A. Burnquist for governor, the League and cooperating labor unions selected progressive Republican, Charles Lindbergh, Sr.
 Before the March nominating convention, an invitation to speak at the convention had been sent to and denied by Governor Burnquist. In his reply to the League secretary, Arthur LeSeur, Burnquist viciously attacked the League and its members and initiated what he saw as the main issue in the upcoming election: loyalty. “The name of your league suggests it is nonpartisan but in fact there is no organization more partisan.” Burnquist continued, “the National Non-Partisan League is a party of discontent. It has drawn to it the pro-German elements of our state. (German citizens had flocked to the league due to persecution by Burnquist and the MCPS)Its leaders have been closely connected to the lawless IWW and Red Socialists. Pacifists and peace advocates whose doctrines are of benefit to Germany, are among their number.” Gov. Burnquist goes on to attack both labor and farmers organizations for breeding discontent and disloyalty through their constitutionally guaranteed expressions of dissent. He sets the stage for his single issue campaign by stating: “in declining to speak at your party’s rally I wish to say further that for me there are during this war but two parties, one composed of the loyalists and the other composed of the disloyalists. The only party whose cause I shall strive at this time to advance is the party consisting of those Americans, who, heart and soul, are loyal to their country.”

In reply to Governor Burnquist, Lindbergh, in his acceptance speech of the Non-Partisan League nomination, lashed back at the lies and persecution of the Burnquist administration and celebrates the League as a champion of American freedom. The following are excerpts from his speech:
“The governor of the great state of Minnesota has said there is but one issue-“Loyalty”- and proceeded to divide the people into two classes. What is the difference between the two? The difference is that a few would destroy democracy to win the war, and the rest of us would win the war to establish democracy.”

“The ‘wise statesmen’ of both political parties have failed to protect the people. Consequently today those who have been favored by unfair laws, less than 2 per cent of the population, own 65 per cent of the wealth and 65 per cent of the people, the working-class, only own 5 per cent of the wealth. Most of the workers get by on bare subsistence. This condition is wrong and injurious to the best interests of our country..our country cannot survive unless this situation is corrected.”

“We must put into practice at home those principles for which we sent our boys to fight abroad.”

Lindbergh successfully pointed out the hypocrisy of the Burnquist administration that described itself as loyal because it supported the war in order to bring about freedom in Europe while they suppressed the freedom of their own people. 

At the same convention of the Non-Partisan League in March of 1918, the League adopted a new platform. The most important difference, besides its loyal and patriotic support of the troops, is that it includes a platform for labor. With the inclusion of labor in the League’s platform it established itself as a working-class organization. No longer solely a farmers’ organization, the League represented a rallying point for all working-class people against the business interests. The most influential of the labor unions present was the Railroad Brotherhood which also got one of its members nominated for the position of railroad and warehouse commissioner. The platform for labor was:

1. State insurance

2. State free employment bureau

3. State old-age pensions

4. State eight-hour law, except in agricultural pursuits

In an effort to show its support of labor and call for working-class solidarity the League platform declares that:

“We (the League) extend the hand of fellowship to organized labor. We welcome co-operation with labor and pledge our candidates to the faithful service of the interests of the workers of the farms, the railroads, the shops, the mines and the forests.

For the first time in history farmers and workers strike hands in full co-operation for the welfare of all the people of the state. Shoulder to shoulder, we stand for the welfare of all and the protection of the rights of our sons and brothers at the front. Let our victory over the forces of disloyalty and reaction at home be as great as their victory over the forces of autocracy abroad.”


In a theatrical but stirring move, Townley, gave a  speech asked: “Farmers of Minnesota is there any hatred in your hearts for organized labor?” to which the farmers replied in a single shout that shook the room, “No!” He then asked, “those of you who pledge your allegiance to the workers of the city will stand.” Thousands of Minnesota Farmers leapt to their feet in a roar of applause. “Workers of the city,” Townley continued, “if you likewise pledge your allegiance to the farmers of Minnesota, please stand.” The rest of the audience stood, hats flew in the air, and more cheers echoed throughout the hall.
 

Following the convention, Lindbergh came to be known as the “farmer-labor” candidate.  The impossible had come to pass and the working-class had stood together as brothers and sisters; farmers and workers shoulder to shoulder in defiance of those who would take their government away from them. The beginnings of a great co-operation of workers and farmers had been ushered in and it represented an enormous threat to the entrenched business interests and their political cronies.


President Wilson had sent William Kent to represent the national government and to determine whether rumors of the farmers’ disloyalty were true. On the final day of the Non-Partisan League convention, Mr. Kent spoke to the farmers’ loyalty: 

Wilson knows what democracy means. He is not afraid of radical measures…we must go from profit to service. You are doing an everlastingly right thing…I shall go back to Washington carrying from you what I have seen and heard hear-the message that you are loyal and that you will stick.


The attacks from “patriots” continued throughout the run up to the Republican primary in June. Spurred on by Commission of Public Safety statements like, “Citizens who uphold the government must not permit dissent to run away with public opinion… loyalty meetings must smother assemblies of discontent,” League meetings were broken up or not even allowed to take place by mobs of townspeople, especially businessmen.
 League speakers were frequently violently pulled off stage by people calling themselves patriots. In Rock Creek, farmer and league organizer, Nels Hokstad, was beaten, tarred, and feathered.
 Mobs attacked League speakers and members with yellow paint, rocks, and rotten vegetable just to intimidate them not to speak, even, in one case, running a witness for the defense of a League member out of Red Wing before he could testify.
 Violence was reported in twenty-seven counties and forty out of two- hundred League meetings were dispersed due to threats by mobs or police.

Another tactic used by organized wealth to destroy the League was the strategy of bribing League members and former League members to write “exposés” chronicling the League’s disloyalty or other scandalous instances. One of the men they approached was organizer Walter E. Quigley. Quigley was offered a law office and $200 a month plus expenses to write a series of “inside story” pamphlets regarding the pro-German leadership of the League. Quigley led them on, while keeping the League informed of what was going on, until the Leader broke the story of bribery on January 21 st
. 

Lindbergh himself was arrested on several occasions and even shot at. The account of Lynn Haines tells of one dramatic incident:

He came out of a meeting and found the friend who had been driving him had been dragged from the car and was beaten nearly to unconsciousness. By sheer force of will and in a quiet penetrating voice, Lindbergh made the men listen to reason and they fell back. He helped his friend into the car and they went off. They had gone but a few rods when the mob began to shoot at them. Lindbergh turned to his friend and said, “We must not drive so fast.” And with a rain of bullets hitting the car, continued, “They will think we are afraid of them if we do.”


While League and pro-Lindbergh meetings across the state were being forcibly broken up, Burnquist made an announcement that he would not be campaigning because he had to focus on being governor during wartime. However, this did not stop him from making speeches at “loyalty rallies” held by the Commission and paid for by the citizens of Minnesota. It also didn’t stop the Commission from printing anti-Lindbergh material and pro-Burnquist pamphlets to be mailed to potential voters.
 In other words, Burnquist was launching a re-election campaign on the tax-payers’ dollar and dodging the issues by saying he wasn’t running a campaign, trusting that patriots would re-elect him.

The day came that would test whether the farmer-Labor alliance had worked. The opposition to Lindbergh had used the press to rile up fear of socialism and disloyalty in potential voters, the June 17th headline of the St. Paul Dispatch reading “Patriots Battle at Primary to Rout Nonpartisans.
 The election results revealed that Burnquist had won 199,325 to Lindbergh’s 150,625. Never before had more that 170,000 people voted in the Republican primary and in 1918, almost 350,000 had voted.
 The large numbers were due to newspapers calling for Democrats to vote in the Republican primary to defeat Socialism.

Even though Lindbergh lost, the 1918 primary elections were viewed in a positive light by the League. For one, the League only had 50,000 members but had received three times that many votes. Also three-fourths of its candidates for legislature had won, many of the losers lost by only slim margins, and overwhelming majorities in labor wards and organized farm areas proved that the working-class had stuck.
  The first attempt at a Farmer-Labor coalition had produced magnificent results in only two years of organizing against horrendous persecution. The future for this working-class alliance was bright and hopeful.

Though Lindbergh was defeated in the June primary, the newly invigorated spirit of the working-class called out for another push for the governorship. On August 25th, the Minnesota branch of the American Federation of Labor called for a Labor Political Convention to discuss running a third-party ticket in the fall. It was the first time in Minnesota history a Labor political convention had been called. The Non-Partisan League appointed a committee of seven members to be present at the Labor Political Convention, then called the Working Peoples’ Political League.
 The convention, chaired by William Mahoney, voted to run a third-party candidate for governor and attorney general.
 Due to a court decision the candidates could not run as Independents but had to register under the name of a party. The name Farmer-Labor Party suited the needs of everyone, although Progressive party was also pushed for.
  

The race was continued on the lines of the primary run by Lindbergh. Both sides, however, felt the lack of enthusiasm, although slander and attacks were still common. When the results came in, Dave Evans, the Farmer-Labor candidate had lost to Burnquist by a vote of 111,966 to 165,611. League candidates had won seven senate spots and twenty-five spots in the house, while Labor’s strongholds of St. Paul and Minneapolis contributed five senators and nine representatives. Though the working-class’s candidate had lost, the farmer-labor alliance had replaced the Democrats as the state’s “second party” and the working-class had proved that, when they needed it most, they could “stick”.

The next question became whether to continue the third-party tactics or return to the Non-Partisan ideal. Townley and other die-hard Leaguers were opposed to any concrete party, although they had supported the Farmer-Labor gubernatorial candidate, Dave Evans. Labor, on the other hand, led by William Mahoney, president of the St. Paul Trades and Labor Assembly, advocated strongly for the creation of a new working-class party to continue the promising coalition that had begun in 1918. The next phase of the farmer-labor coalition would be decided by the debate on whether the Non-Partisan ideal of working within the existing party structure would work or whether a new party should be formed to represent the working-class on its own terms.

The arguments on the side of maintaining a focus on winning the primaries, included the importance of building on past victories in North Dakota and on the promising gains in Minnesota, as well as staying the course. In his memoirs, Walter Eli Quigley wrote of his opinion on the matter:

To the extent that organized groups do realize what they want and make their wants known, they can secure their demands through old parties more easily than they can build new parties and elect new politicians who are amenable to their demands…The successful politician always suits the power that is responsible for his election. If the rank and file of farmers and workers are organized and have the power to defeat the politician who opposes their demands, it appears to me evident that the successful politician will soon be the kind that suits the farmers and the workers.

In a letter to Mahoney, Townley made clear his position:

The purpose of the Non-Partisan League was not to develop or establish a political party, nor was it primarily to control political office. Its main object was and is, to popularize and secure the realization of a definite legislative program…public sentiment in favor of political demands is more easily created when the effort is coupled with a minimum of partisan politics. Women Suffrage, direct election of US senators, the Adamson eight-hour law, came not out of fear of separate party movements, although minor parties had advocated these things for years, but because of a strong Non-Partisan public sentiment that exerted pressure on old party politicians.


The position of those who favored forming a working-class party relied upon overcoming the lack of control of the political parties, the idea of splitting the vote, the oppression of civil liberties at the hand of the classic parties and their agents, and the 1918 evidence that a farmer-labor party was already the second leading vote-getting party in the state, after only two years of development. The decline of the Non-Partisan League’s abilities, due to an agrarian recession, the creation of the State Federation of Labor’s political action committee now called the Working People’s Nonpartisan Political League (WPNPL), and the newly realized ability of the working-class to have an effect on their government, all helped to foment a situation that was ripe for a stronger independent political movement. The two leading voices of the WPNPL were former Socialist Mayor of Minneapolis, Thomas Van Lear, and chairman of the WPNPL, William Mahoney. They both ardently spoke in favor of advancing the cause of the working-class through a political party for working people and run by working people. Mahoney wrote in a letter to the Farmer-Labor Leader about why the movement for a party represents the hope for the working –class:
“All great fundamental issues must be decided by a struggle between organized forces. Special interests have their forces secretly organized and have the power to create popularity for their representatives. Unless the masses elect public officials pledged to an agreed platform, they are forever doomed to failure. This is no theory we have proven it in Minnesota. When we speak of party, we would go even further than that term ordinarily implies. We favor a strict militant movement…The struggle of the masses against the predatory special interests is no holiday affair.”


The position of those who favored a new party won out. In 1922, the Farmer-Labor Party elected its first state-wide candidate, Henrik Shipstead, to the position of United States Senator. This victory was followed soon after by Magnus Johnson, who won the other of Minnesota’s senate seats after an election called to replace the late Knute Nelson. Johnson beat Minnesota’s then current governor by nearly 100,000 votes.
 Thus Minnesota was represented in the Senate by two representatives of a working-class party and of four of its ten congressional districts, to boot. The working-class had proven its strength and had created an organization that gave it the opportunity to reclaim its government for its interests and prove that it was no longer going to be subject to the domination of the state’s wealthy elites.
Conclusion


The movement that began on the prairies of North Dakota with the Non-Partisan League inspired the militancy of Minnesota’s representatives of organized labor and resulted in the creation and success of a working-class party. The Farmer-Labor movement demonstrated of how ordinary citizens could protect democracy from those that would selfishly consolidate power in the hands of the few, while disregarding the interests of the many. This movement represented the manifestation of the workers’ collective desire to wrest their country from the control of wealthy elites and reclaim their government as an instrument for the attainment of America’s founding ideals: that this nation should be a land of opportunity for all, where the government represents the interests of all its citizens, protects their rights to freely express themselves and fairly rewards those whose labor and devotion built and everyday sustains this great democracy. Its history is one of great significance to all citizens of a democracy. 


In his acceptance speech of the Non-Partisan League’s endorsement for gubernatorial representative in the 1918 Republican primary, Charles Lindbergh, Sr. warned of the “wise statesmen” of both parties that have failed the people. Their failure, he points out, was their complicity in passing unfair laws that worked to consolidate power and wealth in the hands of the few, while diminishing those features in regards to the mass of the people. Today, we live in a period that has allowed the elites of this nation to once again consolidate power and wealth and has ignored the voices of the working-class. The use of fear-mongering that was present in the 1918 gubernatorial race and “justified” the Commission of Public Safety’s repeal of civil liberties from those that would peaceably dissent in their opinions of the government’s actions is still prevalent today and threatens every citizen’s freedom. 

The legacy of this movement should provide hope to all those who would defend democracy against oligarchy or plutocracy. Although the representatives of the working-class were oppressed by force of law, wealth, and violence, they succeeded in reclaiming their democracy. The example of the Non-Partisan League, Minnesota’s organized labor and their representatives in the Farmer-Labor party provide hope, inspiration, and frameworks upon which social action and representative democracy can be used to protect the common people from the oppression of organized elites. The working-class and those who truly care about their democracy have the power to affect positive change in the governments of the towns, cities, states and their nation and to use that government as a tool for the realization of their interests.


This movement’s history provides many opportunities for further study. The history of popular and farmer-based politics in the Midwest has many options includes the Grange, Populism, the Farmers’ Holiday Association, and further study on the Non-Partisan League in North Dakota and other states. The history of the labor movement of the Twin Cities and Duluth is very rich and further study into several important strikes, including the 1917 Streetcar Workers’ strike, the 1938 Truckers’ strike, and the 1903 millers’ strike would provide important insights into labor and its history in Minnesota. The Commission of Public Safety and its activities in Lindbergh’s 1918 campaign is a very interesting topic for those interested in civil liberties. Carl Chislock’s book: Watchdog of Loyalty: the Minnesota Commission of Public Safety and World War I and Carol Jensen’s book: Loyalty as a Political Weapon: The 1918 Campaign in Minnesota are important studies of this period. Further study into the Minnesota Farmer-Labor Party would shed additional light on how a working-class party acts when it is in power and how the forces of the other traditional parties oppose the party and then begin to adopt many of its stances when they realize they need the working-class to maintain their own power. 

The men and women who made the Farmer-Labor movement a success believed wholeheartedly that this nation is something great. The movement was made up of immigrants, children of immigrants, and ordinary citizens who had one main thing in common: they refused to believe that the life this nation promised them was a lie. The study of grassroots-movements is large and diverse it is the study of our nation’s ideals put to work. These movements collectively demonstrate and illustrate what makes this nation great and brings out the very best in its people. The promise of America is hope: hope for a better, more just world. It is such conviction that empowers ordinary people to refuse to accept that they must settle for the way things are and to fight to make their lives better. The “American Dream” is not just the unlikely stories of Horatio Alger or Andrew Carnegie, but it is the story of the Non-Partisan League, Minnesota’s labor movement, the Farmer-Labor party and all those who work for the belief that things can be made better for themselves and their children. 
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