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Podium Politics in
Sioux Falls, 1924:
Dawes versus LaFollette
RALPH R. TINGLEY

Factionalism and schism periodically shiver political organizations, horrifying the party stalwart but adding to the excitement
and uncertainty of a campaign. In 1924, South Dakota, along with
the rest of the nation, experienced this tension. The Republicans
nominated Calvin Coolidge for president against only minor overt
convention opposition, but one of the critics of the president.
Senator Robert M. LaFollette of Wisconsin, emerged as an indedendent contender for the office. The Democratic National Convention selected as its standard bearer John W. Davis on the
103d ballot. Reflecting some of the discontent within Democratic
ranks. Senator Burton K. Wheeler of Montana agreed to be the
vice presidential candidate on the LaFollette Independent slate.
Wheeler had attended the Democratic convention, but he
repudiated its choices.'
In South Dakota, the principal struggle developed between
the Republican and Independent tickets while the Democratic
slate slipped to third place in public interest and support. The
Coolidge and LaFollette organizations provided South Dakota —
and especially Sioux Falls —with the most exciting rallies of the
campaign. Coolidge's running mate. General Charles Gates
Dawes, carried the Republican offensive to Sioux Falls in
September, and Senator Robert Marion LaFollette led his own
1. "LaFollette," The Outlook 137 {16 July 1924):42O-21.
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bid for South Dakota votes to the same city a few weeks later.
Neither Democratic candidate for national executive office appeared in the city, although Davis's partner. Governor Charles
Bryan of Nebraska, did speak at Yankton and Elk Point.
Candidate Dawes, after receiving an urgent invitation from
South Dakota citizens who had heard him speak at Lincoln,
Nebraska, took up the matter with the Republican National Committee and made plans for a visit to Sioux Falls. His acceptance
was more than a gesture of pleasant good will; many Republicans
considered South Dakota to be LaFollette territory. The weakness of the Republican position had been emphasized when the
South Dakota delegation supported Hiram Johnson for president
at the national convention after he had defeated Coolidge in the
state's March primary election. In addition, some key party
leaders in the state had not yet endorsed the regular ticket.
Therefore, fence mending was in order.^
On 11 September, Republican State Chairman George W.
Wright announced arrangements for an address by Dawes to be
held on 19 September, and from the general's home in Evanston,
Illinois, came word that work was already underway on the campaign manuscript. T. M. Bailey, candidate for state senate, served
as chairman of the arrangements committee with the aid of nine
other committees led by prominent local figures. Mayor Thomas
McKinnon. in charge of music, enlisted the support of the
municipal band.^ While most opponents of the Republican slate
temporarily held their peace, former senator Richard F. Pettigrew reacted immediately. He engaged the Sioux Falls Coliseum
for the night following the Dawes rally and indicated his sympathies to a journalist, "I propose to tell just who and what both Mr.
Dawes and John W, Davis are and their attitude on humanitarian
rights."*
In Chicago, Dawes and bis group of about thirty-five made
plans to travel to Sioux Falls in two special cars attached to the
2. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader (hereafter cited as Argus-Leader), 30 Aug.
1924; Sioux Falls Press, 28 Mar.. 30 Aug. 1924; "Twenty-fourth Annual Review of
the Progress of South Dakota. 1924," South Dakota Historical Collections 13
(19261:530; David Burner. "Election of 1924," in History of American Presidential
Elections, 1789-1968, ed. Arthur M. Schlesinger. Jr. (New York: Chelsea House,
McGraw Hill Book Co., 1971). 3:2464. A poll conducted by the Sioux Falls Press
showed LaFollette leading both Coolidge and Davis throughout most of October,
but it was a poll in which individuals could vote repeatedly. The Literary Digest
poll indicated Coolidge ahead nationally and in South Dakota {Chicago Tribune, 24
Oct. 1924).
3. Sioux Falls Press, 11.14. 18,19 Sept. 1924; Argus-Leader, 11, 20 Sept. 1924.
4. Sioux Falls Press, 18 Sept. 1924.
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FOR VICE PRESIDENT

CHARLES G. DAWES
Illinois Central Railroad's Hawkeye Limited. Meanwhile, at the
Sioux Falls Coliseum, energetic preparations went on apace.
Temporary amplifiers, because permanent equipment had not
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arrived, were installed even though they "produced a weird effect" as tones and pitches suffered distortion and echoing.
Arrangements with the Northwestern Bell Telephone Company
were made to permit relay of coliseum proceedings to Columbus
College for broadcast by that institution's radio station, WFAT.
With typical political optimism, party officials predicted that one
hundred thousand people in the state and in adjacent states
would listen to the broadcast.''
En route to Sioux Falls, evening stops of the Hawkeye Limited
at Rockford and Freeport, Illinois, afforded opportunities for rear
platform appearances by the vice presidential candidate. At
Freeport, Dawes delighted the depot crowd by declaring, "Before
I get through with this campaign I will spill enough beans to
break the bean market." The campaigner also spoke briefly on
the morning of the nineteenth at Sheldon and Rock Rapids, Iowa.
At the latter place, a delegation of South Dakotans joined the
general and rode into Sioux Falls in his special car, which bore
the prescient name Washington.*
Affairs in flag-decked Sioux Falls moved smoothly, and some
one hundred fifty community and political leaders dined with
5. Ibid-, 18. 19, 20 Sept. 1924; Aberdeen Evening News, 18 Sept. 1924.
6. Aberdeen Evening News, 18, 19 Sept. 1924; Mitchell Evening Republican,
18, 19 Sept. 1924; Chicago Tribune, 19 Sept. 1924; New York Times. 19 Sept. 1924;
Sioux Falls Press, 20 Sept. 1924.
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Dawes at a luncheon at the Cataract Hotel and heard him emphasize the need for "the exercise of common sense devoid of
politics." As a celebrity, Dawes also attracted those who came to
look rather than to listen. The upside-down, or "underslung," pipe
that had come to be his hallmark generally attracted friendly
curiosity, but one woman who intruded into the luncheon "just to
get a look at him" expressed acute displeasure at "the idea of a
man smoking a pipe at the table."^
"A damp, drizzly night" cut the outdoor attendance at the
great rally on that Friday evening. Much of the crowd inside the
coliseum came from well beyond the city, including about thirtyfive people from Parker, South Dakota, home of the state chairman for the LaFoUette campaign. Total estimates varied from a
specific three thousand in the Parker New Era to the somewhat
nebulous "several thousand" suggested by the Sioux Falls Press.
Of these, only about two hundred huddled outside the building in
the rain to listen to the affair on the speaker. Through radio
transmission, sometimes marred by considerable static and other
noise, an uncounted audience (estimated in grand proportions by
Republicans) participated passively in the meeting.*'
Although preliminary addresses at a political rally are often
reckoned as a burden to be endured until the appearance of the
stellar attraction, the early part of this meeting had its own
drama. Senator Peter Norbeck, who presided, made the best of
the fact that he had originally supported Senator Hiram Johnson
instead of Coolidge. Norbeck said: "I have been asked how I will
harmonize what I have to say tonight with what I said last
March." He explained that he would say the same things as when
he "spoke then on Roosevelt's conservation, housecleaning in
government and agricultural relief." Pointedly, the Sioux Falls
Press observed: "Outside of these three points the senator did
not go further into the remarks of last March that he had
reference to." Norbeck indicated he would not permit party loyalty to prevent his working for agricultural relief, the topic of
prime concern in the state. He also performed the ritual of introducing "practically all [the Republican] candidates for office on
the ticket," but Senate candidate Governor William H. McMaster,
another Hiram Johnson advocate who had not yet announced his
preference for president, was absent from the platform despite
an earlier indication that he would be present. Then, as Lieuten7. Sioux Falls Press, 20 Sept. 1924.
8. Ibid.; Parker New Era, 25 Sept. 1924.

Copyright © 1980 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

South Dakota History
ant Governor Carl Gunderson, who aspired to be governor, was
speaking above the whispering of the puzzled crowd, the governor slipped into a chair on the stage. Yielding to protocol, Gunderson sat down to permit Senator Norbeck to present McMaster,
who clearly relished the prolonged applause that greeted him.
McMaster explained he was "in the habit of remaining silent in a
political campaign until the campaign" opened, but now he
wanted "to put at rest all doubts" and assure the people that he
would support "President Coolidge and also the congressional
and entire state ticket." The governor emphasized, however, that
he would remain true to his own principles and would "join the
farm block [sic] if necessary" to secure what farmers, his state,
and the nation needed. Even though capitulations to party regularity were not complete. General Dawes's visit had already
assured a greater measure of unity than had previously appeared
likely.'
The dramatic performance by McMaster, however, threatened
to upstage the featured speaker, but "Hell 'n Maria" Dawes was
equal to the situation. "It took Dawes," reported the Sioux Falls
Daily Argus-Leader, "27 minutes to make his extemporaneous introduction, and 34 minutes to read his prepared speech. He was a
much more convincing speaker during the introduction."'° In the
unwritten portion of his address, Dawes attacked Senator
LaFollette. Alluding to the Independent's proposal to permit
Congress to override judicial decisions, Dawes declared the real
issue was "the constitution of the United States." The "conglomeration" supporting LaFollette he described as being largely
"socialists, who fly the red flag." "Why is it that this attack is
made upon the fundamental institutions of our country?" he rhetorically inquired, answering, "It is because of the cowardice of
the average political candidate for office in this country, in
dodging the issues; in trying to straddle, get on both sides of
every question before the people in order to please everybody."
Although Dawes did not exempt Republicans from his derogatory
depiction of politicians, those in the audience "grinned and
seemed to like it" as they assumed he had in mind " 'straddlers,'
'demagogues,' and 'peewits' elsewhere.""
9. Sioux Falls Press, 20 Sept. 1924. See also Mitchell Evening Republican, 18,
20 Sept. 1924; Rapid City Daily Joumal, 20 Sept. 1924; Argus-Leader, 20 Sept.
1924; Chicago Tribune. 20 Sept. 1924.
10. Argus-Leader, 20 Sept. 1924.
11. Sioux Falls Press, 20 Sept. 1924. See also Chicago Tribune, 20 Sept. 1924;
Argus-Leader, 20 Sept. 1924.
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The vice-presidential candidate, knowing full well that he was
in a part of the nation in which considerable support existed for
LaFollette, assayed to label his opponent a dangerous radical
without attaching the same appellation to South Dakotans. "The
West." he averred, "is not radical; I know the temper of the
western people in this great property owning, law-abiding, patriotic people. There is no more similarity between the radicalism of
the west, where intelligent, honest men want to change things for
the better, than the radicalism of... Chicago or . . . New York —
where they want a new order for the existing order of things —
than there is between daylight and darkness." Dawes dismissed
LaFollette's program as the "quintessence of demagogery." The
issue was clear: "On one side President Cootidge, standing by the

READY FOR *EM
—Sykes in the New York Evening Post
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Constitution of the United States and under the American flag,
on the other side is LaFoIletteism, socialism, flying the red flag."
Thus disposing of the man who appeared to be the chief contender for votes of South Dakotans, Dawes turned to his
prepared text.'^
Agriculture was the major theme of the formal address. Dawes
reiterated a point he had made in his Nebraska presentation; i.e.,
reclamation and irrigation projects increase the supply of farm
produce and this tends to depress prices further. In addition,
farm policy should be taken out of politics, said the Republican
spokesman, and this could be done by the "appointment of a commission to consider the agricultural problem upon an economic,
nonpartisan, and common sense basis, and to present a specific
plan upon which discussion can be focused." The speaker acknowledged it was politically unwise to speak in such a forthright
manner, but he rejected the "unsolicited advice from western
political office holders" of his party "to dodge relevant facts in an
economic discussion . . . whenever it may tend to lose votes." The
commission, soon to be appointed by President Coolidge, would
function, he said, in the same manner as the body that had recently drafted the plan for German reparations payments. Politics
had prevented an earlier solution in Europe just as politics now
stood in the way of a farm solution in the United Stages. Then by
the time the European commission made its proposal, "public
opinion demanded its acceptance." In the United States, said the
candidate, "there is a turning away from political quack doctors,"
and in the existing "state of public opinion" an agricultural commission represented "the best hope for real progress." The
speech was over, and the plaudits of the crowd resounded. Interest in the candidate continued as he left the city on a special
four-car train, stopping for speeches at Dubuque and Galena."
True to his promise to respond to the Dawes address, former
senator Richard F. Pettigrew summoned the public to the coliseum on the following night. The thousand persons present heard
the peppery Pettigrew attack Dawes and big business. "Dawes
called LaFollette a demagogue for objecting to a part of the constitution and the corruption in public affairs," he thundered. "If
LaFollette is a demagogue for objecting to part of it, I suppose
Dawes would call me a double-geared demagogue for objecting to
12. Sioux Falls Press, 20 Sept. 1924.
13. Ibid. See also New York Times, 21 Sept. 1924; Rapid City Daily Journal, 20
Sept. 1924; Sioi« Falls Press, 30 Aug.. 18. 21 Sept. 1924.
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all of it." Andrew Lee of Vermillion, former governor of the state
and a LaFollette elector, responded to an invitation from Pettigrew and went to the platform to endorse the LaFollette candidacy and to express confidence in the outcome of the South
Dakota voting. (Republicans were also professing to be sanguine
about their prospects and even predicted carrying the state by
thirty thousand votes.) Although his endorsement came as no surprise, Pettigrew evoked prolonged applause and cheering when
he announced, "I'm going to vote for LaFollette." Perhaps few
were swayed by this rally, but it helped build interest in the
LaFollette appearance scheduled for 17 October.^*
LaFoilette's arrival in Sioux Falls a month later was, in comparison, subdued. Public appearances by the sixty-nine-year-old
and no longer robust LaFollette were few; he made only twenty
addresses in the entire campaign. While the candidate's sons uti14. Argus-Leader, 22 Sept. 1924. See also Mitchell Evening Republican, 22 Sept.
1924.
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lized the rear platform of the Great Northern train as it rolled
from Minneapolis to Sioux Falls on the seventeenth, the presidential aspirant himself stayed in his private car. When the train
reached Sioux Falls, there was no public reception, LaFollette remaining in retirement to the disappointment of a forlorn group of
about one hundred men who met the train at the station.
Throughout the day, he continued his self-imposed isolation, and
no public or semipublic meal preceded the coliseum event; it was
the senator's practice to take most meals on the train."
A major difference in the preparation for LaFollette's Sioux
Falls appearance involved the sale of tickets. Emphasizing the
financial poverty of the LaFollette campaign, the local chairman,
H. C. Newell, a cousin of Mrs. LaFollette's, announced admission
fees of one dollar for seats on the stage and main floor and fifty
cents in the balconies. Although the Sioux Falls Daily ArgusLeader sneered that "Robert M. LaFollette is about the first
politician we ever heard of who had the effrontery to expect people to pay good money to hear him talk" and that a "lot of people
didn't seem to relish the idea of having to pay to hear a candidate
for public office ask them for their votes," sales were brisk from
the beginning, and the event was a sellout.'* No charge was imposed on the fifteen hundred to two thousand who stood under
the balconies. Including those who were outside the building, an
estimated five thousand or more people were present. Helping to
fill the 300 platform, 1,248 main floor, and 1,000 balcony seats
were out-of-town supporters who made early reservations, including 60 people from Flandreau, 125 from Parker, 50 from Canton, and 40 from Luverne, Minnesota. A survey of license plates
on the cars that "lined the streets and avenues" over a distance
covering "blocks and blocks" confirmed that aided by good
weather, the committed, the interested, and the curious from a
wide geographic area were in attendance. Even the opposition
15. Argus-Leader. 16,17.18 Oct. 1924; Sioux Falls Press, 16,17 Oct. 1924; Aberdeen Evening News. 18 Oct. 1924; Chicago Tribune, 16, 18, 19 Oct. 1924; Kenneth
Campbell MacKay, The Progressive Movement of 192^ (1947; reprint ed.. New
York: Octagon Books, 1972), p. 158. LaFollette's only western appearances in the
1924 campaign occurred in Sioux Falls, Omaha, and Kansas City. Shortly after the
Sioux Falls speech, LaFollette canceled his scheduled speeches in the Far West in
favor of a return to the East where he thought his flagging energies could be better
spent in attempting to capture crucial states.
16. Argus-Leader, 15.18 Oct. 1924. After the meeting. Internal Revenue officials
"reminded the local headquarters" that a tax was payable on admissions over fifty
cents. Payment was declined on the basis that the meeting was not covered by the
taw.
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was represented as attested by the presence of spectators wearing Coolidge-Dawes emblems."
For the senator's followers, the affair was one of extended
gratification; for the hostile, it was an evening of prolonged
discomfort. The rally began at 7:30 p.m. (with most of the audience present by seven), and it did not conclude until after eleven.
The feature speaker commenced his address at 9:05 and continued until 10:50." Presiding at the rally was Alan Bogue of
Parker, state manager of the LaFollette campaign. Bogue was, in
the words of the Alexandria Herald, something of a "spectacle"
because he had "the brazen effrontery" to run for the state
senate on the Republican ticket.^' Seated on the stage were other
aspirants for office, including Tom Ayres and Thomas L. Arnold,
Farmer-Labor party candidates for United States senator and
state attorney general, respectively. Such men vainly hoped to
gain some word of support from LaFollette; however,
LaFolIette's stance was that of accepting endorsement without
returning the favor or assuming any obligation. He stated he
would not "interfere" in the election and only commented to the
crowd that if there were a senatorial candidate who could be
trusted, "for God's sake send him" to Washington. "The crowd
yelled at this point," but as a reporter ungrammatically observed,
"no one knew exactly who for." Thus, unlike at the Dawes
meeting, candidates for statewide office did not speak. The only
South Dakotan who spoke was Alan Bogue, who was running for
office in Turner County."
In the absence of local men as speakers, two of LaFolIette's official party, Frederick C. Howe, immigration commissioner under
President Wilson, and the senator's son Robert, took over the
preliminaries. (LaFolIette's other son, Philip, had left the train at
Mankato, Minnesota, to fill a speaking engagement.) Howe had
some trouble with the microphone used for the radio and
amplifiers, but it did not deter him from extending his remarks
until he was told that "Bob LaFolIette's out there." The wild
delirium of the crowd triggered by this announcement abated
when it became apparent it was the younger Bob who had
arrived. Like Bogue, the younger LaFollette was in an unusual
position, he said, for he was Republican state chairman in Wiscon17. Ibid., 13, 14,15.16, 18 Oct. 1924; Sioux Falls Press, 14, 18 Oct. 1924.
18. Argus-Leader, 18 Oct. 1924; Sioux Falls Press. 18 Oct. 1924.
19. AlexaTtdria Herald, cited in Argus-Leader, 18 Oct. 1924.
20. Sioux Falls Press, 18 Oct. 1924.
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sin but fighting against that party nationally. The junior
LaFollette returned the microphone to Frederick Howe to "keep
the audience busy" pending the arrival of the star attraction.
Howe's assignment included solicitation of donations for the campaign. Although he told of gifts of $500 and $1.000 secured elsewhere, no one in the audience responded to the suggestion to do
likewise. When requests for a modest donation of $50 or $100
went unanswered, Howe called for the ushers, "pretty young
ladies." to pass the tin cake pans. The "Billy Sunday plea for
funds" elicited donations totaling $495 for "Battling Bob." Some
of the candidates on the platform "loudly dropped their big
round, solid silver dollars on the speakers' table" while other
donors less ostentatiously used the circulating pans.^'
When at last the preliminaries were over, the audience was
spared a long introduction from the chairman because as Bogue
began his prepared statement. Senator LaFoilette himself appeared on the platform, and the "audience broke loose into the
most frenzied demonstration given any person in many a year in
Sioux Falls." This initial enthusiasm foreshadowed the kind of
spirit repeatedly manifested by the great crowd. LaFollette, like
Dawes before him, did not limit himself to the prepared address.
He alternated between reading from his manuscript and talking
freely "upon the sudden intrusion of a new thought." He omitted
portions of the written speech in order to make more impromptu
remarks. When prodding by his son bought him back to his draft.
the elder LaFollette capitalized on the incident by telling his
responsive audience, "My boy. Bob, says . . . I've got to stick to
my speech," or, "Bob tells me I've got to quit this stuff now." In
another bid for sympathy from the delighted crowd, he complained that he would spend much of the night squaring things
with his son for having spoken so long, "Come along over to the
car with me and stop him from scolding," he added.^^
The prepared speech, like the extemporaneous remarks, appealed to the overwhelmingly partisan audience. He sketched
what the country had been in the past —a land of promise, freedom, and great resources —and then painted a dark picture of the
changes time had wrought: trusts now dominated railroads,
elevators, grain exchanges, and credit, and even though prices
fell after the awful war ended in 1918. freight rates had in21. Ibid. See also Argus-Leader, 17,18 Oct. 1924; Mitchell Evening Republican,
18 Oct. 1924.
22. Argus-Leader, 18 Oct. 1924.
'
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creased. Credit was harder than ever to secure because money
was flowing into foreign investment, sometimes into places
where American military personnel were being sent to collect
debts for the bankers. Corruption was rife and added to the need
for reform. The solution was clear: progressive legislation was
necessary —but this did not represent an innovation because the
Progressive movement was a part of the American tradition
going back to Jefferson and Lincoln. LaFollette advocated farm

Independent candidate Robert M. LaFollette addresses
a Wisconsin audience during the 1924 presidential campaign.

relief measures, tariff reform, and the shifting of control of the
Federal Reserve System out of the hands of what he called
private monopoly. He then adverted to the danger of involvement
in war, and in keeping with his persistent opposition to
militarism, including American participation in the World War,
he enumerated several pacific goals: (1) withdrawal of marines
from Haiti, Santo Domingo, "and every other place where they
are now being used to coerce helpless governments and peoples
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for the benefit of financiers and special interests"; (2) uprooting
"the spirit of militarism from our army and navy"; (3) revision of
the Treaty of Versailles in keeping "with the more generous
terms of the Armistice"; and (4) insistence that a future declaration of war should come only after a referendum on the issue. "We
must end war," he concluded, "or war will end civilization.""
After the rally ended, there were events that helped maintain
a measure of excitement. First, it was discovered that pickpockets had relieved spectators of money they had withheld from
the campaign collection, and then. Senator LaFollette modified
his policy of seclusion. He lunched at the home of former senator
Richard F. Pettigrew and drove around the city with him.
LaFollette even granted an audience to some newspaper men and
issued the traditional and predictable type of statement: "I expect to carry South Dakota in the coming election." For the rest
of the time prior to departure Sunday afternoon, however,
LaFollette reverted to isolation and worked much of the time on
the speech he was to deliver in Omaha on Monday evening."
Basic to the organized and regimented schedule of Dawes and
the sparse, almost timid procedure of LaFollette in Sioux Falls
was the difference in the political organizations behind the two
men. The Republicans had their usual effective machinery; the Independents lived up too well to their name. The Republicans had
state and local candidates hustling for Coolidge and Dawes and
hoping to ride their coattails; LaFollette and Wheeler avoided exposure of their coattails. They would win or lose on their own —
and they lost South Dakota where, at times, the Republicans had
feared that the dynamic LaFollette might transmit to the voters
the vision of his hopes. In the end, organization and party loyalty
outweighed emotion and inspiration, and Coolidge and Dawes carried South Dakota in 1924.
23. Sioux Falls Press, 18 Oct. 1924. See also Argus-Leader, 18 Oct. 1924; New
York Times, 18 Oct. 1924; Mitchell Evening Republican, 18 Oct. 1924.
24. Argus-Leader, 18 Oct. 1924; Sioux Falls Press, 19 Oct. 1924.
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