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South Dakota has been described as a state "that is
Republican . . . and conservative by habit." ^ Most students of
South Dakota politics would probably agree that this assess-
ment is fairly accurate. For it is true that in partisan politics.
South Dakota has been historically Republican, and quite
strongly so. Many of the native-bom early settlers moved into
the territory and the state from neighboring midwestern states
that were Republican in persuasion; and, understandably, a
majority of the European immigrants tended to identify with
the dominant party, upon their arrival. Nonetheless, South
Dakotans have, on occasion, broken with their traditional
loyalties and espoused political movements considered posi-
tively radical by their more conservative contemporaries.^

In the 1890s disgruntled midwestern farmers, themselves
burdened by debts and their lands and livelihood threatened by
mortgage foreclosures, rising costs, contracted currency,
monopolistic corporation practices, and exorbitant railroad
rates, sought to redress their grievances through political action.
When the regular political parties failed to respond to their
demands, they formed independent parties, and within a short
time these parties coalesced into a national political party.

1. "Congress: Shades o f 52-and '4S,"Newsweek, 8 January 1968, p. 24.

2 Herbert S ScheU, "Early Explorations to Missñe Age: A History of South
Dakota," South Dakota Centennial Edition, supplement to Sioux Falls Argus-Leader,
2 March 1961, p. 30.
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In May of 1891, members of these farmers' parties met with
delegates from various reform and labor groups at Cincinnati.
Ohio, and launched the party that theynamed the People's, or
Populist, party. On 4 July of the following year, their first
national convention met in Omaha to write a platform and
nominate presidential and vice-presidential candidates.

The platform adopted by the Populists at their Omaha
convention is an interesting document that reflects the protest
and reform nature of the party and the social and political
unrest, particularly the agrarian discontent, of the period. After
observing that the nation stood on "the verge of moral,
political, and material ruin"; that the Congress, the legislatures,
and even the courts of the land were dominated by corruption;
that the homes of the people were "covered with mortgages";
that the two great political parties were captive tools of trusts
and millionaires intent upon sacrificing the "homes, lives, and
children" of the people upon the "altar of mammon"; and that
the guiding principle of the party was "to restore the
government of the Republic to the hands of the 'plain
people,' " the platform set forth the Populists' program. The
principle planks ofthat platform called for currency inflation, a
graduated income tax, government ownership of railroads and
telegraphs, a lower tariff, and the establishment of a system of
postal savings banks. ^

Many conservative Americans viewed the rise of the new
party and its demands with alarm. They saw Populism as an
irresponsible and radical movement. The platform seemed to
them a menace to sound finance, responsible government, and
stable social order. Conservative newspapers denounced the
Populists as sociahsts, communists, and "hay-seed anarchists."
Yet, this "irresponsible and radical" movement played a
significant role in the politics of conservative. Republican South
Dakota for a decade.

An Independent, or, as it was soon called. Populist, party
was organized in South Dakota in 1890. In 1891 an Indepen-
dent-Democratic "Fusionist" bloc in' the state legislature elected

3. "Populist Party Platform, July 4, 1892," in Richard Hofstadter, ed.. Great
Issues ill American History: A Documentary Record, 2 vols. (New York: yintage
Books, 1958), 2:147-51.
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James H. Kyle of Aberdeen to the United States Senate. In
1896 Senator Richard F.. Pettigrew of Sioux Falls bolted the
Repubhcan party and declared himself a Populist. Also in 1896,
the Populists, with Democratic support, gained control of the
state legislature; elected their candidate, Andrew E. Lee, to the
governorship; and won the state's two seats in the House of
Representatives. Two years later, in 1898, Governor Lee was
reelected. ''

The influence of the Populist movement in South Dakota
politics was reflected not only in its electoral victories during
these years but also in the selection of Sioux Falls as the site of
the party's national convention in 1900.^ Sioux Falls was
selected as the convention city by the Populist National
Committee at a meeting in Lincoln, Nebraska, during the week
of 18 February 1900.^ Prior to the Lincoln meeting. Mayor
B. H. Lien of Sioux Falls, prodded, no doubt by local Populists,
had urged that Sioux Falls seek the convention. He argued that
it would bring both good publicity and good business to the
citji. There would be, he expected, "10,000 to 20,000" visitors
present during the convention; and Sioux Falls would be
"thoroughly advertised throughout the entire country." Ac-
cordingly, a mass meeting, to which all citizens and, particu-
larly, "every businessman of the city, regardless of political
affiliation," were invited, was held in Booth's Opera House on
the evening of 14 February. ' At this and subsequent meetings it
was agreed that Sioux Falls should seek the convention. A
Committee of Twelve, headed by Mayor Lien, was appointed to

4. Herbert S. ScheU, History of South Dakota (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1961), pp. 227, 229, 235, 236, 237, 239. See also George W.
Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 5 vols. (Chicago: S. J. Clarke Publishing Co.,
1915), vol. 3, South Dakota: Its History and Its People, ed. George M. Smith, pp.
675, 680.

5. The Populists' first national convention met in Omaha in 1892, their second
in St. Louis in 1896. In 1900 there were actually two Populist conventions. The
so-called mid-road faction of the party held its convention in Cincinnati at the same
time as the Sioux Falls convention. See John D. Hicks, The Populist Revolt: A
History of the Farmer's Alliance and the People's Party (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, A Bison Book, 1961), p. 398.

6. Sioux Palis Daily Press, 21 February 1900, p. 1.

7. Ibid., 14 February 1900, p. 5.
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Phillips Avenue, looking North, Sioux Falls, S. D.

Sioux Falls near the turn of the century.

go to Lincoln and place Sioux Falls's claims before the National
Committee. The Committee of Twelve tendered the city's
invitation, which included an offer of $5,500, for the conven-
tion; and despite competition from Kansas City, Milwaukee,
and Indianapolis, Sioux Falls was chosen.* The selection of
Sioux Falls represented for the community, according to the
Sioux Falls Daily Press, an honor and a victory that "was
secured by the hard work of . . . pubhc spirited citizens."'

Sioux Falls, accordingly, made elaborate preparations for
receiving a vast throng. South Dakotans, pleased by the
distinction bestowed upon the city and the state, left no stone
unturned to make the convention a success. The city's finest
hotel, the Cataract House, was designated convention head-
quarters, and housing for an additional 2,800 persons was found
in other hotels and lodging houses. Concerned lest these
accommodations should prove inadequate for the large atten-
dance expected, the city asked private citizens to open their
homes and make any spare rooms available. Then, just to make

8. Ibid., 17 February 1900, p. 5; Ibid., 22 February 1900, p. 3.

9. Ibid., 21 February 1900, p. 4.

Copyright © 1971 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Populist National Convention 159

sure that none of the visitors would have to sleep on the floor, a
special Cots Committee purchased 1,000 nice new cots to be
sold at actual cost. '"

However, adequate housing was only one of the many
problems confronting the convention planners. Sioux Falls, at
that time, had no auditorium of sufficient seating capacity to
handle the anticipated thousands of delegates and spectators.
This problem was met and surmounted with typical western
ingenuity by securing a huge tent optimistically asserted to be
capable of seating sixteen to eighteen thousand. According to
the Daily Press, its dimensions were 308-by-144 feet. The Daily
Argus-Leader described the tent as "the biggest thing that ever
come [sic] to t own . " ' ' A large speaker's platform, flanked on
each side by smaller platforms equipped with enough tables and
desks to accommodate a hundred newsmen, was erected inside.
The tent, or Big Wigwam, as the Popuhsts preferred to call it,
was pitched at the comer of Ninth Street and Summit Avenue
by a special crew of workmen from Chicago.'^

The Music Committee engaged Iowa's 51st Regimental
Band, J. H. Stout's full Sioux Falls Orchestra, the Lutheran
Normal School Band, and the Minnehaha Mandskor Vocal
Concert Singers to furnish entertainment during dull moments
of the convention's proceedings.'-' To insure that the visitors
would be appropriately welcomed upon their arrival in the city,
a Reception Committee consisting of 102 prominent business-
men and civic leaders, headed by W. T. Doolittle, was
appointed. ' ' '

The convention was scheduled to open on 9 May, and as the
big day approached preparations were pushed feverishly to
completion. On 4 May the Argus-Leader reported:

10. Ibid., 1 May 1900, p. 5; Ibid., 6 May 1900, p. 6.

11 Ibid., 31 March 1900, p. 5; Daily Argus-Leader (Sioux Falls), 4 May 1900,
p. 5.

12 Sioux Falls Daily Press, 8 May 1900, p. 1; Daily Argus-Leader, 4 May 1900,
p. 5.

13. Sioux Falls Daily Press, 1 May 1900, p. 5.

14. Daily Argus-Leader, 7 May 1900, p. 7.
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All over the city men are at work laying sidewalks. In some places
new ones take the place of those worn out, and where it is possible to
do so, repairs are made. . . .

Gas arches are being stretched across Main and Phillips avenues,
and miles of electric wires are being put up all over the business
portion of the city. . . .

From one end of the city to the other the scene is one of bustle
and activity, perhaps never before equaled in its history. All for the
purpose of making the national convention of the People's party a
grand success. 15

The Argus-Leader also warned its readers to "hide all
valuables" because the city was rapidly "filling up with all kinds
of thieves and crooks."'" To protect the citizenry from such
unsavory persons, the municipal authorities engaged the services
of two special detectives and twenty extra policemen at a cost
of $284.60."

On 6 May, the Daily Press reported that convention
preparations were practically finished and that the city was
ready to receive its guests in the finest traditions of western
hospitality. Sioux Falls, according to the Da/iy Press, was ready
for the convention:

This is convention week and Sioux Falls the convention town. It
is to be the first of the three great national conventions. Here will be
planned the campaign of 1900. Here the men will meet and upon
whose deliberations will depend the fate of presidential candidates
this year. And Sioux Falls is quite ready.

The city—metropolis of South Dakota, Queen City of the
Northwest—has been brushed up and wears its holiday clothes; the
napkins have been spread and the spare rooms have been aired; the
hotels and restaurants are hives of industry; the big tent is in place and
wül soon be provided with seats and ornamentation; halls and lobbies
are ready for conferences and consultation; the tickets are printed, the
badges are here, assistants are being picked—all is ready. . . .

Preparations are made for. . . thousands. It will be a great

15. Ibid., 4 May 1900, p. 5.

16. Ibid., 9 May 1900, p. 5; Ibid., 5 May 1900, p. 5.

17. Sioux Falls Daily Press, 15 May 1900, p. 5; Daily Argus-Leader, 15 May
1900, p. 4.
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Convention; South Dakota is a state among the states, Sioux Falls one
of the cities. 18

Editorially, the Daily Press reflected its Populist sympathies
by optimistically predicting that the convention would set the
stage for a great victory for Populism :

It is to be here in Sioux Falls this week that will be planned the
campaign of 1900. . . . It wUl be here . . . that the American people
wñl see the development of the well laid plans for the utter rout of
the [Republican] party of imperialism, trusts, and monopoly. 19

Delegates began arriving by special trains on 8 May, and the
following afternoon the convention opened. In the big tent,
gaily decorated with flags and bunting and the seals of every
state and territory. National Chairman Marion Butler, senator
from North Carolina, called the convention to order. Bishop
Thomas O'Gorman of Sioux Falls delivered the invocation,
which included an eloquent appeal "for divine guidance"; the
Iowa Regimental Band played a number of patriotic airs to set
the mood; and the Minnehaha Mandskor sang the official
convention song, "Our Pop Convention; or. We'll Be There."
The song had been written especially for the occasion by a local
resident, George E. Kessler. With these preliminaries over. South
Dakota's Populist governor Andrew E. Lee gave the opening
address welcoming delegates from twenty-eight states and
territories to the "Queen City of the Northwest," and the
delegates settled down to their serious tasks of drafting a
platform and nominating candidates.^"

The platform afflrmed its "adherence to the fundamental
principles proclaimed in its two prior platforms" and called
upon all who desired "to avert the subversion of free institu-
tions by corporate and imperialistic power to unite with it in
bringing the government back to the ideals of Washington,
Jefferson, Jackson and Lincoln." It went on to demand a
bimetaUic standard, a graduated income tax, the establishment

18. Sioux Fails Daily Press, 6 M^y 1900, p. 1.

19. Ibid., 8 May 1900, p. 4.

20 Ibid pp. 1, 5;Ibid., lOMay 1900, p. l;fl<2¡7;'/lí-p/í-iei:i&'-, SMay 1900,

pp. 1, 7.
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of postal savings banks, government ownership of the railroads,
a more rigorous control of trusts, a lower tariff, restrictions on
immigration, and the direct election of United States sena-
tors. 21

William Jennings Bryan of Nebraska and Charles A. Towne
of Minnesota were nominated by acclamation for the presi-
dency and the vice-presidency, respectively.^^

Its work completed, the Sioux Falls convention adjourned
on 11 May. The Daily Press proclaimed that it had been a great
success and a great convention;

Thousands were there. Delegates from strong states were there.
Men grown grey in patriotic work had come from all corners to attend
the convention. Tliey were the great, strong men of the country;
noble, honest workers in the cause of the people; eloquent, and
spirited; able in defense and aggressive. They were the stuff statesmen
are made of. . . .23

Neither so generous nor so complimentary in its assessment
of the convention was the Argus-Leader. It estimated that there
were not more than fifteen hundred strangers in town during
the convention. And of those it suggested that about

four hundred are delegates and alternates to the convention. Fifty are
newspapermen. As many more are grafters and thieves. Probably a
hundred or two more have come from beyond a radius of one
hundred miles. The remainder are our neighbors from South Dakota,
who have come in for the day to witness the big show. 24

The candidates and the platform were pronounced irresponsible
and ludicrous. The convention was called a failure—"a great

21. Howard S. Taylor, "The People's Party: Its History, Principles and Policy,"
in The Battle of 1900. an Official Handbook for Every American Citizen: Issues and
Platforms of All Parties (Chicago: A. B. Kuhhnan Co., 1900), pp. 509-13.

22. In 1900 the Democrats also nominated Bryan as their presidential
candidate. However, they ignored Towne and gave the vice-presidential nomination
to Adlai E. Stevenson. Prior to the election Towne withdrew from the race, and the
Populists accepted Stevenson. Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 240; Hicks, The
Populist Revolt, p. 400.

23. Sioux Falls Daily Press, 11 May 1900, p. 1.

24. Daily Argus-Leader, 9 May 1900, p. 1.
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frost"-a judgment that perhaps reflected, in part, the Republi-
can persuasion of the Argus-Leader.-^^

The Chicago Post agreed with the Argus-Leader that
attendance "had not exceeded 1500." The Sioux City Journal
was a httle more generous. It estimated that there were from
three to five thousand outsiders present in Sioux Falls during
the convention.^* Other papers substantially agreed that
attendance was disappointing and was far less than had been
expected. Whatever the actual number of persons attending
might have been, it was apparent the great multitude predicted
by the more optimistic Populists had not materialized. Even the
Daily Press, while insisting that "the convention was a great
success," acknowledged that the "attendance was not what was
expected." ^'

Despite the disappointing attendance, the convention stands
as an interesting episode in the history of Sioux Falls. It
brought to that city a brief claim to national attention. For
three days in the spring of 1900 nationally known political
leaders gathered and deliberated in Sioux Falls. The Associated
Press was there, as were reporters and special correspondents
from a number of major metropolitan newspapers. And for
three days Sioux Falls did its best to make its visitors' brief stay
as pleasant and entertaining as possible. For three days the
circusMke atmosphere characteristic of American National nomi-
nating conventions prevailed in Sioux Falls. A reporter from the
staff of the New York Sun sent his paper a story that provides
posterity with an interesting description of those three memor-
able days:

Sioux Ealls did herself proud.. . . The churches and other public
buildings that hadn't been turned into sleeping apartments were
turned into dining halls. Across the front of the First Presbyterian

25. Ibid.; Ibid., 10 May 1900, p. 4; Schell, Äs /oo ' of South Dakota, p. 236.
The Daily Argus-Leader, which had previously supported Democratic candidates,
defected to the Republicans in 1896. See also South Dakota, ed. Smith, p. 673.

26. Chicago Post, quoted m Daily Argus-Leader, 16 May 1900, p. 4;Sioux City
Journal correspondent, quoted in Daily Argus-Leader, 11 May 1900, p. 4.

27. Sioux Fails Daily Press, 13 May 1900, p. 4.
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Church was an immense sign reading: "Fine Meals Served by the
Ladies Aid Society of the Presbyterian Church. Welcome. 25 cents."
Dowti near the station Hope Mission and the Rescue Mission were
filled with tables and loaded with food.

In the night and in true Western style, there had sprung up a
whole colony of one-story shanties with counters so full of hard-
boiled eggs and cold potatoes that if the United States Army in tiie
Piiilippines had been invited to a banquet and had accepted they
would have had so many eggs and potatoes that they wouid never
want to look a hen in the face again and never want to cross a potato
patch. Up by the big circus tent and on the way up the hill to the spot
where it is located, were numerous canteens, all of them full of
eatables. And besides the "square meals" served by the hotels and the
churches and the hard-boiled eggs and cold potatoes and fried ham
sandwiches and all the rest of the things that the mind can conceive as
fit to put into the stomach, there were fruit stands, peanut stands,
ginger pop stands, lemonade stands and stands for other sorts of
liquids to an extent that made one tremble for the safety of Sioux
Fans if the stuff should all be consumed in a day. There was more to
eat and more to drink in Sioux Falls than would have been consumed
if the combined Republican and Democratic conventions had been
there.

But it was not in the eating line alone that Sioux Fails did herself
proud. She was trimmed from end to end with bunting; she was fuil of
brass bands and, while she didn't get anything like the number of
people she counted on, she did have a fairly good town full, at least
that impression was created when aU her citizens got out on the street
along with all the strangers.

By way of . . . amusement there was provided . . . all of the
various side shows that usually accompany a circus. There was at the
foot of the main street a big sheet with five rows of rag babies on
strings, and leather-lunged citizens with pockets full of baseballs
offered a good cigar for every baby that was knocked down. A Uttle
farther up on the main street, there was a tribe of Indians ready to do
a war dance at a quarter a dance. There were hot frankfurter men,
there were test-your-weight and test-your-strength men. If you wanted
a little faro you could get it, or if red and black appealed to you, you
could play that, or if your inclination ran to stud poker or any other
such games, you could get t hem. . . . 28

Sioux Falls had played host to a national nominating
convention. Considerable time and effort and money had beeti

28. New York Sun. quoted in Daily Argus-Leader, 14 May 1900, p. 4; Ibid,
15 May 1900, p. 4.
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spent to secure the convention and make it a success. J. A.
Edgerton of Denver, Colorado, Secretary of the Populist
National Committee, was quoted as saying, "This metropolis of
the wheat fields has a great future. There is no doubt about
that. A town of this size that has the gall to go after and secure
a national convention will make its mark in the world."^' When
all due allowances are made for the complimentary boosterism
reflected in statements of this kind, it must nonetheless be
recognized that for a city of a Uttle over 10,000 people—for
that was the population of Sioux Falls at the time—to bid for a
national convention, in competition with several much larger
and wealthier cities, and to procure and host that convention
represented no mean accomplishment.

The small attendance at the convention was the result not
of any lack of fortitude or preparation on the part of Sioux
Falls but, rather, of internal tensions developing within the
party. By 1900 the national party was breaking up, and in
South Dakota the party was disintegrating, too. The fall
elections of 1900 completed its disintegration. The Populists
failed, of course, to elect their national ticket. In South Dakota
they failed to elect their gubernatorial candidate, and they won
only 15 of 132 seats in the state legislature.3° Popuhsm had run
its course in South Dakota. It was apparent that the vast
majority of the state's voters had reverted to their traditional
conservative. Republican loyalties.

29. Charles A. Smith, ^ Comprehensive History of Minnehaha County, South
Dakota (MitcheU, S. D.: Educators Supply Co., 1949), p. 367.

30. South Dakota, ed. Smith, p. 686.
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