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THE FARMER-LABCR PARTY

Where most persons make their misteke is in considering Minnesota's
Parmer<Labor party a phenomenom peculiar to the 1930's in the state's history.

Nothing could bo further from the truth.

The Farmer-Labor perty is not a new or a recent movements rather 1s
it a elimex to a whole series of movements that had their beginnings before
irmesota. even entered statehood. These movements also were fe t in other
states to as great a degree, and, in some cases, to an even greater degree
than in the land of ten thousand lakess Yet only Minnesota emerged with a
Farmer=-labor partye Surely, then, this so-called eclimax that 1ls the Farmer=-
Labor party would have emerged elsewhere as well were it mot a product of
more recent thought end sctivity? Wot eo, as further reading in this chapter
will explain. Certain peculiarities--especially geographical and (juxta=-
positional) ones=~typical of Mimmesota have played an importent role in the
state's politios.

Study of a topographieal map will indicate certain definite qualities
in Ninnesota that make it physically unlike other states. It will be notioced
that the vast prairies that stretch half way morcss the continent come to an

end by a graduating process starting at the Dakota border and ending at the

outskirts of Mimnempolis. From there oh, forests and woodlands set in origin-

ally until they were cut dowm by the early settlerss That sectlon where the
prairie starts petering out is the western border of what is perhaps the

world's richest agricultural belt. The eastern border is reached at the




Twin Cities. Thuas, In the excosalve rlchness of 1its scouthern, centyal, and
waestern farmlands is Vinnesota geographically different from mest sbates.

The richness of this area is further enhanced by the fmct that when
the glaciers which onoe covered most of the world atarted receding, ¥Ninne-
sota was perhaps the last state of the union that they lefts This assured
the state of a plentiful water supplys It 4s dotted with lekes and is the
source of several rivers, including the mightlest of alls==the wississippi.
This river is navigable wp to the Twin Citles, and provides them with some=
what of & seaport. Further protection against being landlocked is provided
by the Great Lakes which border on northern Nimesota. The wast forest belts
thet once covered all of eastern and northern Mimmesota and which still cover
e great sectlon of the state also are sigaificent, in their way, in the
developmont of the Farmer-labor party. And last, but serfainly not least,

glgantio iron deposits in the Iron Range aress It is said that st
lesabl nines slone supplied more then half the world's irens That
Minnesote has mined at times as high as two=thirds of the United Statet's
iron is =n indisputable fact.

How then, does this tepographieal study of Minnesota ooncern the
fect that the state is the only Farmer-isbor state in the wnion? XNotice
that the sbove faots indioate one thing; +that lNinnesota is the border bee
tween eastera United States and western. It is the natural port between

these two areas as Jim Hill lmew end profited from when he built his colossal

railroad empire. Nimmeapolls is frequenily referred te as & typical westemmn

eity whereas its twin, S5ts Paul, is lnown as an eastern town. Yet these two

settlements rub shoulders en their mutual border line. Thie is significant.
Farmers in the northwest have always been class-consciocus. This
has beon mentioned in greater detail in previous chapters but is important

encugh To bear repetition. Time after Time wives of political revelt have




spread over the western prairies and rolled right into Mimmespolis, In

fact, greatest leader of any of these revolts was Mimmesota's own Ignatius
Domnelly« The northwest farmers have been more olass~consciocus than their
eastern and southern fellows for one very good resson: their distance

from markets. DBecause they were so unfaversbly remote from their markets,

1t was eimple for them to be exploited by reilrcads, milling companies, and
other capitalist groups that deal with agriculture. To combat this, agrarian
political and economic movements swept the Northwest's farm belt. Politically,
this idea was represented by the Anti-Monopely party, the Greenmback movement,
the Populists, and the Nonpartisan League. Eeonomieally, by the Grange, the

Wheel, the Farmers' Alliance, the Parm Unieon, and the Farmers Holicay Associ=

ation. WMinnesota was in on all of theses In faoct, most of these organi:utions

originated in the state.

On the other hand, influences of a different sort penetrated from the
ensts Vinnesots was more populous end had greater urben areas than other
western states because of ites ports snd because it was a natursl eapital of
the Northwest Empires Also, its wast forests and its iron mines drew many
urbanites to its Its climate, peculiarly similar to that of the Seandinavian
penninsula, brought many Swedes, Norse, Danes and FPimms. These people were
independent thinking men snd women; they were readily Americanized in the best
sense of that word, and yet they left mothing that they found good in the 01d
World behind them. They brought, among ether things, social-democratic ideals
and ldeas to Mimresota. Thus, Marxist ideas that were being felt in Eastern
United States found fertile ground in Minnesota with its large laboring cless
of milling, trensportation, mining, industrial, and lumbering workers. In
fact, 1t was in 1926 that Mimnmeapolis, largest city, elected a Socislist mayor
and one town on the Iron Range, CrosbyeIronton, at one time had & Communist
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Thus, geographieally, Winnescta was the spot where twe politieal
philesophies~eradical agrarianism and sccialism met,  Either oné of
movements was strong enough to stalemete the others Yeét n
enough in itsell, because of the Jlate's peculiar balance, to gain oontrol
of the govermment. For political suscess, it was necessary that they work
togother.

AV Tirst glance, it seems paradoxical that farmers, who by th
very station in life are smsll capitalistes and scelalists could eve
common grounds pelitioallys Republican and Demccratice candiddtes and con=
servatives of all sorts have been quick to observe this and use it ip an
attenipt to disrupt the movement that leter svolved itself into a2 Farmer=
Labor party. However, this ls but superficisl observation and thinking,
The two economie groups have many things in common. First, esch is
anti-monopoly or anti=big-capital., GSecondly, farmers are interested in a
good markets Labor mekes up the bulk of urban consumers, and when labor is
well-paid, agriculture profits. Likewlse, the reverse is ture. ¥hen agri
culture flourishes, the fruits of labor have a good market and selaries and

Jobs are bolh ineresseds It probably was these considerstions thet event-

ually brought the two classes logether under one bannor.

but now that the background, beth topographically and ecomnomically,
is clear, it might be well to examnine more specifically the political teche
nique that ovolved itself into a Farmer-Labor purty and then to deal with
the tribulations, problems, and successes with which this allied movement
eventually wels

It is singularly significant and interesting to note that the one
person who more than any other was respensible for the actual orgenization
of this latest manifestation of oless discentente=e~-irthur C. Towmley-<had

experience as a participant in both seetions of the movement--laber and agri=-




culture., 2 yative irfimnesotan both througl: birth and educatior

gh
1ife &8s a school tescher, then engaged in flax farming on an awbitious scales
of poor erops and market exploltutions
he bechaa At organizer fopr th
sole representative of Internatiom
toing e man of quick and vivid lmagination, 1t did
that ‘ho re was no poorey £ié6ld in the world tc sell unadiultorated
than among land-owning farers in the world's richest agricultural
noticed further that despite the fact socialism wamm*t
marketable artiole in the jidwest, there wss nevertheless widespresd
tent throughout that section directed against capitalism and more particularly,
against specific flelds and organs of capltalisme Therefore, he switched his
of Sovialism to fit in with reglonal demands and with the
merg? Nonpoarts
isam leapue in North Dalotas This, he decided was not to be & politisal party
in itself, but was to be composed of dues~paying members wic would throw thelr
3

twe mejor parties whe would support the

The League was opposed specificnlly, Tirst, to the graln exechanges,
second,; to the packing interests; than to the bankers, and fourth, to the
rallrondss Big demon behind all these orgenizations wms the ¥inneepolis
Chamber of Comméroee Therefore, ths main proposals of Townley's program were

state-owmed elewtora, packing houses, cold storage plants, and flour mills

with exemption of farm improveméents from taxntion and state inspection of grain,

hail insurance, and rural credit bankss Thus did he adulterste his soclalism
to fit in with aegrarian needs,

With his program definitely decided upon, As Cs Towiley selected a
propitious moment--while the Jorth Dakota state legislature wms deadlocked

over the enactment of a state elevator bille-to organize his league. Travel-




ling in & borrowed Pord, he set out to solicit members. Seventy-nine
farmers paid dues of £2.,50 a plece the first woaeks Thence, the movement
spread 11ke s grasshopper plague throughout the states ¥Fine months after
he first started organizing, 22,000 farmers had joined the League. 8ix
months later, 40,000 paid duess And in 1916, the Farmera’ Nonpartisan lesgue
had captured the Republicen party of North Dakota, elected most of the state
wide officers including the governor and the Supreme Court, won a huge majority
of both houses of the legislature, and sent three Congressmen to Washington.
With the fire of a orusader, A« Ce Townley left this success behind
him and returned to his native state of Nimmesots, where conditions also were
ripe for his purposes. Here war hysteria was high, bigotry was on the ramp-
age, and a panice-stricken oligarchy--witnessing the sucfess of Townley's North
Dekota venture--was unsoruplous in its methods of combating the new movements
The reign of terror that was instituted against the Nonpartisan League had
been dealth with in the two previous chapterss Despite thie terrific obstaecle,

six months dfter Townley set up his state offices in St. Paul, January 1, 1518

and started publication of an offiecial organ, "The ¥imesote Leader," more

than 50,000 dues=-paying members were included in the ranks of the Mimmesota
Farmers' Nonpartisan leagues The League was especially successful in north-
ern and western Uinnesota. It was in the southern counties of the state that
progress was slows To further conform with specifie Mimmesota needs, planks
ealling for an eight-hour day except in sgriculture, free employment bureaus,
& tommage-tax, state owned pulp and paper mills, a moratorium for soldiers,
and old age pensions were added to the platform which had succeeded so thor-
ocughly in Forth Dekotas On March 19, a state convention of the League was
held in St. Paules Governor Burnquist, upon being invited to address the
gathering eondesmed it as pro~German and declined the invitation. But this
didn't bother the League insofar as the invitation was more & courtesy

gesture than anythings After drawing up their platform, they embarked on the
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primary campalgn inside the Republican party in support of Minnescta's great

1liberal congress man, Charles A. Lindbergh, as their eandidate for governor.

The campaign was unprecendented in ferocity. Sums totaling hundreds
of thousands of dollars were spent to defeat the new movements The red
herring=-of socialism was drewn mcross the politieal horizon, and old-line
Republican chieftains eent out & Macedonian ory to seve the state from social-
iamne Democrats were asked to leave their primaries for this purpose end pro-
fessional mud-slingers and patrioteers were engaged to incite the populace
against what they termed an invasion of pro-Xalserites and Dolsheviks. Jhen
the macke of battle had cleared, Bumquldt emerged victer cver the League's
oandidate by 50,000 votes only to find that he had another real and tremendous
hurdle to leap before he could return to his governor's chair for amother two
years-==the Farmer<labor partys

The defeat of the organised farmers in the primaries, parsdoxieally
enough, meant their ultimate triumphs For, because of the vicious, bitter
cempalgn waged against them, they wore in a position where they could not sup=-
port the primary victorss They also learned the lésson that they could rot
succeed without the aid of labor end other urban elements. Therefore, in con-
Junotion with a Mirnmesota Pedération of Labor sponsored organization lmown
’n the Viorking People's Yonpartisan Loq;uh, they agreed to support the indepen-
dent oandidacy of David H. Evans of Tracy in the November final elections.
Recause Attorney=General Clifford L. Hilten ruled that the name of some party,
the name Farmer-labor Party was chosen to comply with the attorney-generalts
requirements Thus was the new party officially baptiszed.

The campaign that followed in no way diminished the ditterness and
viciousness of the primariess BRBroken meetings, yellow paint, tar and feathers,
and retten frult, vegetadbles, and eggs were freely employed in a desperate

effort to stop the onrush of the organized common peoples Details and spec-
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ifice of this campaign would make a volume in themselvese Suffice it to say
here that when the ballots were counted, Governor Burnquist emerged victer but
received less than a majority of the votes caste He polled 166,515 votes,
Evans, 11,948, and Fred Wheaton, the Democrat, 76,793. Likewise, conservatives
wore victorious in both houses of the legislature. They definitely felt the
1liveral threat, however, and passed several belated compronise measures which,
had they been passed earlier, might have staved off the organiged revolts

In 1930, there was a dual convention held in St. Pauls The Farmers!
Nonpartisan League met in one room, the Working Peoplets Yonpartisan Political
League met in anothers The twc agreed on a slate of candidates and a plate
form, and, after scme discussion, it was decided to work through the Republican
Party againe After another bitter primary campaign, the compromise candidate
decided on by conservative forces, J. A« O« Preus, emerged victor over the
Leagues' candidate Dr. Fendrik Shipstead, by less than 8,000 votes, whereupon
Shipstead entered the finals as an independent candidate for govermor and
was again defeated. It is interesting to note at this point that Os Je Kwale,
successful League candidate for congress in the seventh district primaries,
hed his neme removed from the ballot by conservetive and defeated ineumbant,

Andrew Je. Volstead, on the grounds that Kvelé had called Volstesd an atheist.

The end of the Townley period of domination in the progressive move-
ment came with the decision of the 1922 dual conventions meeting in Minneapolis,
to give up trying to eapture the Republican perty through its primaries and
to launth on & permanent basis the Farmer~lebor partys This was against the
desires .o‘f Townley as was the next decision passed by the convention to cone
tinue its way independent of the Democratic party which also was meeting at
the same time and which came forth with the proposal that the FParmer-Labor
party name a oandidate for governor and that the two parties cooperate in
electing their mens With the decision made to reject this, the influence
of Tomnley came to an end,
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Subsequent results of the November elections proved that the third-
partyites were not too overly optimistic in their rejection of Democratic sup-
port, for, with women now voting, their candidate for governor, dirt-farmer
Magnus Johmnson, came within 14,277 wvotes of unseating Governor Preus. and their
candidate for senator, Hendrik Shipstead, defeated incumbant Frank Kellogg by
a margin of 88,880 Two of thelr congressional candidates, O« Js Evale and
Fnud Wefald, alsc were victoricuse

Yo sooner had the Townley influence in the movement been defemted and
replaced with the third party poliey than s new, vital figure whose personality
was to dominate the party for many years to come made his appearsance and start-
ed a now era in the development of the common peoples' causes This new figure
was Floyd Bjornaterne Olson.

Originally a Democrat, this youthful Hemmepin County Attorney became
gubernatorial standard bearer for the Farmer-labor Party at the age of thirty-
twoe He was ideally fitted for this job in more ways than ones His youth,
like that of his party's, made him formard-looking. His reoial antecodents=-

2 Swedish mother and a FNorwegien father--fitted him ethmologically with a

ma jordty of the electorate. 4And his humble beginnings as the son of poor im-
migrants and his birth end early childhood in a neighborheood which was as
near to being a slum area as anything that could be found in comparatively
slumless Minnesota geve him the class angle necossary to his advancements

As s personality, Olson was further qualified not only to be & leader
in the third-party movement, but in any political partys Six-foot=two, he
WEE 8 moéern edition of his viking ancestors. His logle, his platform manner,
his politicel oratory, and his wit were as deadly as a machine-pun. However,
the times wore against hims The United States, in the aftermath of the World
War, hed approached a pesk of development and prosperity that was uwnprecedent-
ede This fact made the ories of "Bolshevist®™ and "Socialist™ that were hurled
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against the third party deadly eunough to defeat it by a comparatively close
margins Olson retired for the time being with the promise that he would pre-
pare himself for sowe future campaign, and that when he ren again, he would
not be delomnteds

Also defeated in the 1924 election was the veteran agrarian, U. S.
Senator Magnus Johnson, who had been elected to that position a year .barore
to fill the unexpired term of Senator pnute Nelson. Ie wae replated by the
blind congressman, Thomas Schall, who had a reputation of being a liberal
Republican end who usually voted progressively on labor and agrarian legis-
lations TFarmer<Labor candidates for Congress in the seventh, eighth, and
ninth districts, however, were elected, and Senator Shipstead still held his
seat in the upper houses %

The next six years were years of right-wing Republicen ascendency.
The 1524 bid for the presidéncy of the United States as an Indépendent by
veteran Republican Senator La Fellettd of Wisconsin had been defeated, and
for the next several years, Republican insurgents were required to play second
fiddles in the nationsl ploture« This same condition prevailed in Ninnesota
where most liberal Republicans had east thelr lot in with the Parmer<lsborites.

Theodore Christianson, who had defeated Olsen in 1924, respectively defeated

Yagnus Johnson in 1526 and Trnest _Lundoe:; in 1928, for the governorship.

Christisnson represented the conservetive elements of his party and most of
his gix years of administration were devoted to making the machinery of
government more econcmical and more efficiscnt.

During this perioed of conservative Republican ascendency, FParmer—
Laborites lost their congressman from the ninth distriect in the 1926 cempaign,
and théir roprosentative from the eighth two years later, in addition to Con=
gressman Kvale in the seventhe Only Senator Shipstesd survived, and this,
strangely encugh, by the largest vote ever given a dandidate for public office

in the state of Mimmesota--666,160 votes, or over a hundred thousand more than




the record-vote-getter, liarbert licover, got in the state.

deanwhile, vigorous Fleyd Olson was preparing to fulfill the promise
he made after his 1624 defeat of rumning for the governor's seat and winning
ite He was making friends by the thousands and his reputation as & capable,
efficient, snd honest office holder was being enhanced by his sojourn in the
County Attormey's offices

During this same peried, the national economy wes also working itself
out in favor of the coming candidacy of Floyd (Olson. The wave of prosperity
that had engulfed the United States since the war was but 1little felt in Nimne-
sota. In Nimmeapelis, for example, money vages rose between 1921 and 1929 only
£+1% whereas throughout the netion es a whole they rose 11.3%. During this
same peoriod, the Mimneapolis end Nimnesota cost of living was higher than that
of the country as a wholes. Nor was the condition of agriculture relatively
any better. Minnesota was still as far from merkets as ever, and the failure
of the federal government to satisfactorily regulate farm production was work-

ing & herdship on northwest fermerss Then the epoch-making "depression” which

started in 1920 ard has continusd to this day, preceded 0lson's second guber—

patorial bid by only a few months,

Small business men and independent bankers, too, were suffering
noticeably from the expansion to the northwest of chain stores and banks.
Thus, the stage was well set for almost any man who could effeetively unite
the various dissenting snd dissatisfied elements under one single banner of
protests Such a man was the brilliant Flov4 Olscn. Just shortly prior te
the 1880 Farmer-lLaber gonvention he ammounced thet he would aecept the third
party's endorsemént for governor with the single provision that he have a
free hand in making appointments when he was elegted. This was granted him.

At the time, no one realized what a serious blunder had been committed

by thé convention in thus allowing their gubernatorial candidate s free hand




to build a personal politiecal mechine. lost Farmer-Laberites figured that
the skipper, as they affectionately ocalled him, wanted office holders under
hinm to be selected for their efficiemcy rather than their politiesl useful-
negs, and at the time the depression wasn't so hardly felt that employment

of degerving Parmer-laborites was of paremount importances Then no one fore

paw the bitter intra-party struggle that was to ensue between Farmer-Labor

Asgoclation members--which was the name of the dues paying organization that
had sucoeeded the two Wonpartisan Leagues--and All-Partyltes, which was the
name of the office holding clique the Skipper eventually built around hime
s0lfs

YWhen the primaries came, it is estimated that more than a hundred
thousand loyal Parmer-laborites east their ballots in the Republican colum
to insure election of eopposition eandidetes who either were pushovers or who
woere willing to trade votes for certain Farmer-laborites candidates in the
November elsotions in exchange for support for their own dandidaciess O(thers
gast their votes in thelr owmn primaries and, while dutifully nominating the
other eonvention endorsed ecsndideates upset the aprle cart somewhat by pre-
ferring T"rnest Tundeen %o Ymud Wefald, convention endorsee, for mited
ftates Senatore

Ome fortunete occurence in the Republican primeries that played to
the advantage of the Farmer=laborites eand Olson especially, was the bitter
primary battle between Governor Christianson end Semater Schall for the sena-
torship endorsements Schall won, but the struggle between the two Titans of
Republizanism left the party sharply and ‘bitt.orly split.

Ray Chase, Republican gubernatorial opponent of Olson, was olosely
identified with national Republiean politics and policies, or Hooverism, as
1t was onlleds looverism, beceuse of the depression, was decidedly unpopular
with the massess Indrehus, the Demccoratic candidate, was an unimportent

factor in the election, and the contest revelved iteelf inte a clemrecut




battle between conservation and liberalisms Ray Chases's past activities
made his 1950 oampaign tectics unfortunately inmept for his purposess Wishe-
ing libveral and progressive support as much as possible to offset the un-
popularity of his Hooverimm, he campaigned, strangely emough, in behalf of
the cause of Farmer-Labor puritys. He lauded the perty of 1920 as being made
up of “aplendid men and women" and being gemuinely progressives The party
Floyd Clson represented; he cleimed, wes dishonest, insincere, non=progress-
ive, and wmworthys "Political history records no more sudacious sttempt,”

he statéd, "to defile a political party than the present attempt by politieal
pirates to sorap the life-giving principles of the Fammerelabor Periy and meke
a job=hunting bend wagon of its corpse "

Parmer=Laborites, led by their acid-tongued Skipper, immediately took
up this ery to Mr. Chese's and stuffed it down his throat.  They reminded him
of the part he had played in Covernor Preus's "Smash Soclialisn” campaign
sgeinst the Farmer-Laber party in that ssme year of 1820« They quoted, from
one end of the state to the other, his references at that time to the “"splendid
men snd women" whose cause he now espoused as "bolsheviks,” "rats and vipers,"”
"Home-wreokers® "froe-lovers " and other similar uneomplimentary ter.s. They
also repeated his charges of pro-jermanism snd disloyalty against those "life-
giving prineiples,” that he now so heartily was hailing.

Thus, the politieal sagmoity of Ray Chase and his Republican follow-
ers also played an limportent role in eleécting the first Parmer-laboerite
governor in the state of Minnesotas The rewulis weren't even close, and
Olson went into office with & plurality of noar %o a hundred thousands Also
erected with him was the third party candidate for lieutenant governor,
llenry Arens, and & scatlersd number of astate senatoers, representatives and

congreéssmens Control of both houses of the legislature romained firmly in

the hands of conservatives. The vigtery, thus, was more & persomal victory
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for the Skipper than & vietory for his party. This is significant and should
be remembered.

When Olson teck offise, conditions in Winnesota as throughout the
state were uhdeniably bads MNore than & year hed elapsed since the stock
market collapse. Business men felt imsecure, Parmers didn't know where to
turn. Lebor was in a chaotic condition, and the unemployed in the state alone
numbered more than 55,000. The new governor's imaugural message gave en=
couragement to these vietims of soeial upheaval. Nor did it ask for anything
particularly radieals A strong libersl reform program net too unlike similay
programe that had been enscted by Republisens and Demoerats in such states ss
New York, nusetis, and Wisconsin was asked and it included such pro-
visions as. income taxes, cld age pensiens, unemployment insurance and various
other messures which have since been enacted into nstional law under the blanket
coverage of the Social Securlty laws Unfortunately, the conservative legis-

lature was not disposdd to cooperate to any great extent with the nes admine

/
istration. One of the first acts of the Senate was to deny the Farmerelabor

lieutenant governoy the privilege of appointing Senate sommittees, a privile
ege that had been secorded lleutsnantepovernors at every session of the legis~
lature for the past forty years.

Nor was the new governor badgered ohly from the right. Commmists
of both the Trotskylte and the Stalinist verieties were, if smything, more
severe than conservatives in their condemnation of the governorts programe
Searce had the last echoes of his. inaugural message died out im the corridors
of the state house than a commmisteled march of several hindrédd unemployed

capitel took place. ith excelleont tact 0Olson handled this march as
#imiler and subsequent marches of bereaved, unemployed, or draught=
ridden farmers during his five end a half years in offices Jis uttersnces

to the public were radical and were music to the ears of many who wented ex<
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treme changes. Control of the legislature by his opponents gave him little
opportunity te do anything but talk for his programs Jowever, before he
placed his name for re-election in 1932, several compromise reform measures,
milder than what he wanted end stronger than conservatives desired, were
worked oute

Then, in 1932, a4 bombskell hit the country in the shape of Franklin
Delano Roosevelt, guvernor of Hew York, and his jiew baul campaign for presi-
dencye Olson's opponent in this case was Earle Brown, head of the highway
patrol and like Chase also closely ldentified with the Vational Republican
administrations Olson had a terrific battle on his hands, One of his stronge
ost weapons was his tendency never to underestimate the strength of his
enenies., le had no editorial friends to speak ofs All the big dailies of
the state were opposed to him and every ounce of organization the Republican
party could muster was pitted against him.

He lost no time in tying hiwself to the lew Deal and in supporting

the candidacy of his personal friend, Nooseveli, for the mation's presidency.

The campaign that followed was a rough and tumble one with no holde barred.

Vielous whispering campalgns attacking the governor's persenal life were
spread throughout the state. Efforts were made to diseredit his administration
as being spend-thrift and extravagant. liowever, nothing vould stop the land
tide that swept the Hew Deal into power throughout the entire nation. Once
agein was Olson re-eliected snd this time with one of the largest votes ever
given a candldate for governors That was an endorsement of the Skipper's
personal popularity there can be no doubte. PBut that the party itself was
becoming stronger is indicated in the faot that the liedteonant-governor's
office was again eaptured as was the attorney-general's, five congressional
seats, and a majority of the lower house of the legislature. The Senate did
not come up for election this time or undoubtedly the third party would have

captured that important branch of govermment toos Final viectory was the eleote
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ion of Knud Wefald to one of the three railroad and Warehouse Commissions
soats.

This time even stronger reform messures were put through. Creater
sums for rellief were appropriated. A mortgage moratorium that won national
fame was instituted and waricus other legislative measures of lmportance were
foreed through & reluctant Senates However, perhaps the most significant
happenings during this period were the Austin and Vinneapolis strikes,

Austin is a healthy meat packing oity of close %o 17,000 populations
Its only industry, is the s”renrge' Hormel Company and what took place in this
thriving little cormmnity the latter part of 1933 was historically more
significant than any one at the time and very few now are able to realize.
For there, under the leadership of Frank Ellls, dimimutive but colorful lador
agitator, what might be termed the firet organized sit-dowm strike in modemn
times ccoured. Before the strike, there was no union te amount to anything,
but the company notified its employees that it was going to impose an ine
surance plan on them that was unpopular with the employeese 5o walking out in
mass, they conducted a meeting at the town square and then returned and seized
the plant, which they held until their demands were mets: Time was on their
side for a five million dollar refrigeration plant which would have been
destroyed were it not tended and eight million dollars worth of stored meats
which, with the refrigeration plant out of business, would have spoiled
served as hostages: Hormel officials demanded martial law of Olson which

the governor did not glve thems Instead he appealed to the strikers, pointe

ed out that their setion wes unlawful, and asked them t¢ trust him to see

that their griewances were satisfactorily settleds The strikers complied,
and the Austin situation was iromed out after two days and nights of con=

ferences, with e resulting working agreement drawn up between the company

and the workers. 8inoce that time, the Hormel Cempany and its methods of
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treating its help have been cited az a model example throughout the nation.

While the Austin strike received international publieity and attent-
ion, it was dwarfed by the two tremendous truck-drivers strikes that took
place in Nimmeapolis not long afters A growing restlessness on the part of
Minneapolis Labor burst into & belehing voleano of rioting, blocdshed, terrorism,
and clags warfare in May, 1934. ¥Yimeapolis business interests had long
boasted of thelr city as an open shop town where labor was peaceful and cone
tented and where wages were none too diffioult for capital to meet. However,
e lie was given to their contention when approximately 5,000 workers in the
vital and key occupation of the distribution center for the Yorthwest Bmpire
took command of the eity for several days, innovated a number of revolution-
ary tacties into strike technique such as the cruising automobile squads and
the new type commissary, engaged in at least one pitched battle that resulte
ed in two deaths (of strike-breakers) and hundreds of injuries, and found the
eyos of the world upon them.

Olson was in a dilemmas As a Farmer-Laborite, he was elected to
office to uphold the cause of labore As governor of ﬁhe state of Kimmesota,
he was pledged to maintain law and order, which phrase, in the minds of many,
means strike=breakinge liowever, he managed to handle the issue beautifully

aefter terrific days and nights of attempting to bring two thoroughly ery-

stalized class=-enemies, labor as represented by the teamsters union, and

capital, as represented by the now defunct Citizen's Alliance, together.
¥ay 26 the strike ended.

However, a more terrific and bloody strike was called by the same
union again on July 17. Union men accused the employers of chizzeling on
their agreement and an outburst that dwarfed the preceding one flared up.
Because business interests were adamant and refused to come to any tgrnmnt.

in the midst of what they termed lawlessness and disorder, the governor

found it necessary to startle the world by declaring martial law. Two pre-
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cedents were broken by this onesy it was the first time troops were called
out in a labor dispute not to break a strike, and twe, Olson was the first
governor in the history of limnesota to declare martial laws After military
raids on both strikers and Citizen Alliance headquarters, the strike was
eventunlly settled, and since that time there have been no major difficulties
coneerning the trucking industry.

The governor found one other oceasion to employ troopss i terrifie
drought during the spring and summer of 1934 hit most of the United States.
Dust storms and high winds removed whole areas of rich surface soil from cul-
tivatéd tracts and turned these tracts into literal deserts. Thousands of
gattle died from starvation. Parmers became desperate and those in the Dekotas
turned their eyes towards the rich Arrowhesd country in Mimnesots where the
drought did not prewvail and began driving their stock scross the Ninnesota
borders This threatened the security of local farmers and Governor Olson used
his militia to turn these outstate herds back.

Farmers, like labor, were restive during this periecds They were
debteridden and harassed. A few figures perhaps can explain this situation
better than any emotional use of words coulds. JMore than 60y of the state's

farns were heavily mortgaged, the average indebtedness in 1930 being §4,734,

with an everage interest rate of 5% oarrying an annual interest burden of

£260. To reduce this in terms of agriocultural production, it took only 116
bushels of wheat to pay this interest in 1015, 176 in 1026, and, with whaat
solling at 36¢ a bushel, 743 in 1933. Seven 260 pound hogs could pay the
debt in 1910, ten in 1925, end 33 in 1085, Reducing this debt in terms of
butterfat, 433 pounds did the job in 1519, 651 in 1625, and 1,182««the total
production of six average cows--in 19353.

Farmers all over the state were finding themselves unable to meet

this burden. As a result mortgage foreclesures were exceedingly cormone




The situation was so tremendous that county seat newspapers often contained

full pages of foreclosure notices.

Now Wimmesota's farmers are if anything more militant than vimme-
sota's laborers, For e while sheriffs were permitted to conduct their fofe=
closures and then, once again agriculture organised, this time into the mili=-
tant Farmers® Hollday Association, an offshoot of the Farmers' Union. Its
members believed in direct motion. Their tactics were simples Whenever a
foreclogsure sale was ammounced, word went out to all members for miles arcund.
Vhen the sheriff made his sppesrance at the scene of foreclosurs he would
often find the erowd too congested for him to get through to make the sale.
At other times, elubs and threats saw to it that no one bid more then a
dollar at the sale apd when it was over, all purchased articles were turned
back To the original owner. From time %o time "holidays" were proclaimed
during which period no farmer was permitted to market his ocommoditiess This
helped kesp prices upes

Then, in the spring of 1933, more then 20,000 Holldaylites marched on
the ¥innesota capitel to exert direct pressure on the legislature for relief
measures, While in other states these marches and demonstrations were being
treated with violence, Olson employed diametriecally opposite tactics: Ine
viting a comittee to meet with him, he then arranged a joint session of the
legislature to be addressed by the demonstrators. At this session, Holiday
spoltesmen employed reason, logie, faots, actualities, threats, reminders of
historical precedénts such as the Boston Tea Party to drive their point home.
So effective were they that Olsonts famous mortgage moratorium law was passed
and eventually found constitutional by the United States Supreme Court in a
five to four decision. But for a while it looked as though conservative
senate was going to prove recaleitrant. Olson met this recaleitrance with

a specch from the steps of the State Capitol April 13, when he thréeatened




to declare martial law and take what wes needed if relief, the moratorium,

and other needed mésswres were not passed.

One sentence of his speech that helped put the whole on the front

rages of most of the eountry's newspapers is especially interesting; "I
hope,” he shouted tc the crowd, "that the present system of government goes
right dom to hell." His threet proved successful and thé econdition of
farmers and the unemployed wers both temperarily alleviated.

As time for the historical 1934 eonvention of the Parmer<iabor Associ-
ation approached, ome intermal party condition must be kept in mind, Alle
Partyites end Association members were bitterly fighting éach othere Alle
Partyites were mostly state-office holders and only toc frequently were opposed
to Farmer=labor Asscoiation objectives and principles. Sometimes these men
occupled polley-making positionss It must be recognized, however, that quite
frequently stete~office holders were loyal Asscoistion men,; and that even
left wing Parmer-Laborites often saw eye to eye with All-Fartyites in matters
of politieal expediency. However, for purposes of clarification, All-Party-
ites were the practical wing of the party and according to Association members,
were willing to ssorifice prineiple to victorys Hence the sourse of the bitter
controversey.

When the 1934 convention met, Association members unexpectedly won
& victery that exceeded expectations of even the most optimistie left~wingers.
The Skipper, in his keynote speech, made another speech which gave him front
page attention throughout the nation. His eddress mesnt to be stimulating
and 1% visioned a future "co-operative cormonweslth"™ in which the govermment
ewned key industries and in which co=operative stores snd mmall independent
rotail outfits were freed from shain and big monopoly competition. He term=
inated his address with firebrend wordssss"I am not & liberals T am what I

want te bo==] am & radicels T em & radical in the sense that I wvant a definite




21,

change in the systems I am not satisfied with tinkering, I am not satisfied
with patehing, I am not satisfied with hanging a laurel wreath upon burglars
and thieves and pirates and ealling them code authorities or something elsed..
1 want, however, an orderly constructive change«..it must be gradual,..the
ultimete co=operative commonwealth."

Then, without waiting for the convention to proceed further, the
governor left for Washingtons When he got off the trein at the national eapital,
his consternation was great upon learning that the convention had teken his
words seriously and under the direetion of Howard Y. Williems, had drafted a
platform oalling for immediate institution of co=operative commonwealth with
public ownership of all banks and feotories! (lson definitely did not want
such & platform, nor did he for & moment entieipate the 1934 convention's
drawing up such a program. He fesiled to consider the faet that during the past

two years, both labor and agriculture had reached new highs in militaney and

in radicalism. His peech, while meant to be stimulating and nothing else, was

the mateh which lit FParmer=Labor radicalism up the brightest it has ever been.
Immediately upon publiomtion of the platform, Republicans and right
wing Demcorats again raised a cry to "Save the State from Socialism,” and per-
haps what was the most vieiously bitter politicsl campaign ever to take plmnoe
within the eonfines of the state followeds Olson's private life and character
were attacked by & vile whispering campaign. The foul smell of the Red
Herring permeated the entire state. loney, influence, and power were all
drawn up against the third party. A« Co Townley, who had turned against
Olson on the All=Party issue, filed as an indépendent candidate fos governor
againet him hoping that the radical platform plus internal party discontent
would be enough to defeat the governors The Republicans ran as their candi-
date & man of liberal reputation, Vartin Velson of Austin, and the Demoecrats

ran John Regan once againe These two latter parties both wanted fusion against
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Olson, but esch wanted fusion behind its candidates: As a result, fusion

was not achieved and Olson was again eleoted governor, this time with a

much reduced pluralitye Other Farmer-laborites elested wore Hjalmer Peter-
son for lisutenant governor, Harry Peterson for attorney-general, Jolm Cunder-
gon for olerk of the supremé ocourt, and former spealler of the house Charles
Munn for Railroad and Warehouse Comnissionsr, Hendrik Shipstead was returned
to the United States Senates Doth liouses of the legislature, however, were
won by oconservative.

The cooperative commonwealth that caused all this atir wasn't as

communistioc as it seemed at the time, It wes a logieal objective for radical

agrarianiss and redical labor. It was by no means Merxism, It was reform-
ism carried to a more or less logleal eonclusion, It ealled for government
cwner~ship of key and beasic industries and for a greater distribution of the
profits of soclety to agriculture and the ccmmon people of the urgan aress.
It mainteined & place for the small independent business man and the .oooper-
ative store, both of which along with the private farmer are definitely
capitalistic institutions.

Yhile this platform hadn't & chance of being put into law what with
the meke-up of the legislature, i1t served a strong and definite educational
purpose and brought many thousande of Minnesotans s political philesophy
that was to oling to them and bé thelr gpuide for the future. It also helped
pave the way foy dramatic events which were to follew in later years.

idth their program stalemated and nothing but mild reform permitted
to got past the watchful eye of the legislature, the noxt two years, ees far
as Parmer=laborites were concoerned, were interesting insefar as they were to
bring forth Olson's sucoessor as governors For everybody kmew Olsen was going
to mun for the Semate and looked forward with the greatest of relish to the

battle of Titens that was to take place when the Skipper contended with Blind
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senator Schall for the latter's seat. The contest promised to be & batile

royale Each man was & brilliant speaker. Each had colors Heither asked

nor guve quar tere and eadh had gone inbo previcus contests with ihe en~

dorsement of labole

Fate, however, intervened. Om December 19; 1980, Senstor Sehatll
was struck down by @« speeding automobile in Fashinglon, and several hours
later he dieds Thus did one of the gladimtors withirew from the coming den-
tests The other, tov, was soon tc withdraws For some time he had been
bothered with stomsoh disorders and had been on & diets lie made seversl trips
%o the femous Mayo elinic at Hochesters e kept cheerful througheut, but
day by day his condition grew noticeably worsee Then the primaries ceue
along, he was awarded the Parmer-Laborite sndorsenéni, as planned, for senn=
tor, and Senator Elmer Denson of Appleton whom the Skipper had appointed
%o fulfill the unexpired term of the blind Schall, wes nominated over Nagmus
Jolmson's primary opposition to succoed Oleon as governors Put long be=
fore the November elections everybody im the state save the coursgicus
Skipper himself knew that Olson would never don the Senator's toge ot &
newspaper, nol an enemy, not & soul save one=-and Lis neme 13 betier left
snmentioned=-vas heartless enough to inform the govermor that his duys were
mamboreds ‘e mede his final trip to the Maye Clinie July 9, 1986, and be-
fore the month was up, he dieds

Then followed the most tromendous funersl demonstration that had
evor taken place in the state of Minnesota. Iumdreds of thousands f{rom the
ranks of both his friends and politifal enemies paid tribute to the color-
ful persomality that hed beon governer of the siate. (me thing that every-
one was conscious of was that something had departed from the scone--sone=
thing that was alive and alert and vigorouss

With the pussing of Floyd Be Olson, there entered a mew phase in

the development of the party. Townley had brought organization and method




into the movement. (lson Lrought coler and personality. He also brought
dissension in the foram of his All~Pariy sei-ups Among his eritics lfeor this
sotion were maxy of the party's founders and foremost figurcs. liore than
once had the threat of revolt arisen and more than once was the Skipper
roundly ocursed. Vhen election time came slong, however, these digsensions
wore forgotten because everyone realized that Olson was the best vote-getter
the party hade Uany elaim that the Skipper was merely a political adventurer,
an opportunist who wasn't sincerely the radical he pretended to be in publie.
Eowever, most of these same critics maintein that after the 1934 cempaign he
took a sharp turn to the left in his convictions. Vhatever the truth may be,
no one Jnows. It is sufficient to say thet Olson, whether intentionally so
or not, was a great force in organiting end molding redical opinieon in his
native state.

Lieutenant-Coverner ljalmer Peterson of Askov suceceeded the governor
for the remainder of the term. He was an extremely ambitious man who had
more or less identified with the anti=Qlson revelt, at lesst Lo the extent
that & goodly share of dissenting third-partyites leoked to him for leader-
ship in the drive against the All-Partyites. liis ombitions were fer the
governorship, but he waes also willing te succeed the late governor as candie
date for the Ue 8. Jenate. He was forced to be sgtisfied with the endorse=

ment for Railroad and Varehouse commissioner however, while Congressman

Ernest lLundeen, at the time closely identified with the left-wing of the

party and also an anti=-All-Party man, was given the call for the Senates

In the election that followed, Democratic candidates for Semator
and Covernor withdrew in faver of lundesn and Benson respectively. Already
riddled with foud and internal strife, the Democretic party was further
shattered by this move. However, insofar as FParmer-Laborites were support=

ing Rocsevelt for re-election, m majority of the Democrats apparently were
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antisfied with this arrangement, for Pemson and Lundeen were elécbed to their
offices by record votes. This triumph was the greatest the Pamer-lLeborites
had experienced to datdés Vhen the ballots were counted, it was found that
they had electéd every statewide office holder tut two, the secretary of state
and the state auditor who wms not up for re-election at the time, insofar as
his, 1like the state senators, was a foureyear office. Likewise, the state
Senate remnined the same...under conservative control. Thus, never in their
istory did the third party get control of this august body. They did, how-
ever, win econtrol of the lower house, snd were successful in eleoting five of
the state's nine congressmens
Stalmated by his Senate, the now governor, despite his record-broak-
ing vote, was unable to secomplish any more than his predecessor in office.
b }

Truo, his vetc povwer exercised s oonstant shreat and like (lson ¢ nanaged
» o » O

to force throueh a few compromise measuress Then, too; e was able to exer-
o & '] »
n,

cige a few functionary powers such ss his offieisl exoneration of Professor

3

William Schaper who had bean dismiesed frop his post in the midst of the
Vorld Yer hysterie and in his appointmentss All these sctions, of course,
did nothing to forward the astual Farmer-labor progran.

The two years Benson was in office were years of internal struggle
within his party. Rallroad and Warehouse Commissloner, Hjalmer Paterson,

despite his being relegated to the Commissioner, had not forgotten his ambitions

to be governmor. And during the emsuing two years he took pot-shots at his

party's governors. Ome of his points of attack was against what he termed

"Uexican Geénerals,” or, as he explained, office holders whe according to

him eontrolled the partys Another polnt of attack was direoted against what
he deseribed as Communist infiltration inte the party. This so-called in=
filtration, however, commenced during (Qlson's last two years as governor

> L

rather than under Benson., It waz Olson who firs ok up the ocudgel apgsinst

what he termed red witoch-hunt and welcomed all antiecapitalist and New Deal




forces to his Sfﬂﬂdﬂrd;

Despite these accusations, Denson contimued his way as heed of the
Parmer-Labor Party rether than as en all-party man., le made a mumber of ime
portant chenges in appointive offices during his term, and & ‘ma jority of the

men vhom Asscciation members were most anxicus to have removed were replaced.

This seems almost paradoxical insofar as Bemson was pupposedly the chelee of

the AlleParty faotion in the previous primaries,
As the 1938 primaries came into view, the attacks of Peterson grew
more and more vociferous, Finally, they were culminated by his filing as
ubsrnetorial eandidete against Benson and without so much as seeking in-

¢l

the party convention, whieh he aimed was packed by the "yexiean

g

A8 wns expected, Penson was endorsed for re-slection by the con=

ion, and the battle that follewed hetween him and the Railroed and

vent
house Commiseioner was scorching to the extremes Charges and counter-charpges
flew thiek and faste The Peterson camp, strengely enocugh, tock on an Alle
Party flavor with mény of the Olson appointees who had been dismissed
Bensor, flocking to the banner ef the insurgents. This slipmment repestedly
hurled charges of inefficiency, "Mexisan Gemeralship,” and Cormwmist support
at the regulars. The regulars, on the other hand, insisted that Petercon was
merely a Republican stooge, that he was resctiomary, snd that he was more ine
tereated in Peterson than he was in the state's welfares
When the votes were ocoumted, it was found that Benson was winner by
the slim margin of to
cerats meantime had nemineted Thomas Galleghe y eerry thelr
surprisedly enough found themselves being led
5 Young Républiosn, Herold Stessen; who in a whirlwind campaign

piled wp o tremendous mejority over the two vetermns, Martin ¥elson and Ceorge




Leach, mayor of Minneapeliss

e primary tactics of Peterson were immediately picked wp by

Stassen r\ndrhi:: Pfollowers. TFProm one end of the state to the other they carried

”

charges of ineffieiency, Commmmistic tandencies, lexiecan Gemerals, graft,
gorruption, and malfeasance in office. They were ably supported in these

. o ’ " Q £
gharges by ‘he metropolitan prosss Once again the ory "Save the State from

Sooialisx” was raiseds Once apgain demands sy Bepublicsns wes

made, . Peterscn, defeated primary oppo ot me the man of

] s 1y 4 wsinY 2 . ez v T4 4 me
ervone wonderéd where his suppors woulia [ o8t polities)
v

. X

tans of trousands of Republiesre and Demo=

| 41, rn b 44 W7 e
the third party in an effort &

there

Dut everyone expe oted a close bottle between Gtassen and

sermer-laborite followers of Peterson would do became

s arswered partially when the crganizéd group which

had backed the Commdssicner amhounced their support of Stassens This group

ineluded the nemes of many vho had been formerly big names in Parmer-labor

¢ireles, Petersen, himself, remained hostilely neutral.

Ther

hen final election returns came in, 1t was found that Benson and
the Farmer-Labor Party had lost by a landslide. Fvery single office that

3 Y " o 4 ¢ B s ot rnad o
had been up for election was lest,s All thu as retained we

sioners of the Railroad and sslion whose terms were not

e

insurrent Peterscn--=the two United State
s = ). &
toy ¢ f?-‘.';ls:('.ti.'»v‘., and one e s aMe] The

lower house of L8 X ) was wiped out

PP A b [ - . ¥ -he
finitisimal proportions and the Sen ninority was further

n i % 3 3 g VERSTVRAGR TS & Plvad vy
roduceds The lowest obb in the history of the perty since it first captured

the governor's office was veached, And for the second time in the history
e governor's offi T




of the steate, a governor was denled re-election.

The ressons for the stumning defeat are diffiocult to discover.

Suggestéd reasons are mumerouss me is that the governor was too ardently

opposed to organized liquor interests, another is that the anti-Semitic
campaign conducted sgainst seversl office holders under the governer hed
taken hold, & third 1s that the governorte veto of & Civil Service bill bad
caused resentment among liberals, a fourth is that the Red-Scare had finally
been successful, a4 fifth is that Hjalmer Peterson had started s drive that
couldn't be stopped, a sixth is that what was happening in Vinnesota wems not
isolated but merely part of the Republican landslide that took place through=
out the country in 1838, a seventh is that Stassen's liberal platform was

so much like Benson's that it didn't meke any differemce to liberals who was
elocted, an eighth was Benson's lack of taet and inebility as a pclitiecian,
There are many other reasons advanced. But whatever the resson, the fact
remains the sames Farmer-Lsborites will have to start the future at soratche
Whether the party will survive its decisive defeat remains to be seens Re-
publicans and Demoorats eclaim nots Farmer-laborites scoff at this. Some
even go s far as to olaim that their defeat was a welcome relief and gave
them a change to engineer as much-meeded reorganisation of their party.

One thing that must in all fairess be considered before the stoery
of the Farmer-labor Party is finished is the fact that never have they had
eomplete control of the legislature, In bther words, their eight-year so~
Journ in power were eight years of what might be termed negative govermnment
by veto snd compromise. low well their program might succeed in starving
off the 11ls thet beset modern soclety is a question that ocan never be an=-
swered until the party gains control of both the legislative and executive

branches of govormment. Whether this will ever take place is a problem for
the future to decide.

(Curtis Erickson




	00695a_CIF
	98728
	98730
	98732
	98734
	98736
	98738
	98740
	98742
	98744
	98746
	98748
	98750
	98752
	98754
	98756
	98758
	98760
	98762
	98764
	98766
	98768
	98770
	98772
	98774
	98776
	98778
	98780
	98782



