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Louis K. Church, governor of Dakota Territory from
1887 to 1889, was a colorful figure who served during a
time of vast social and economic change on the Northern
Great Plains. The discovery of gold in the Black Hills drew
thousands of prospectors and entrepreneurs to western
Dakota Territory beginning in 1874. Between 1878 and
1887, farmers and speculators poured into eastern Dako-
ta, acquiring millions of acres of public lands offered by
tbe federal government under the Homestead Act. In 1870,
the region had a population of about 10,000; by 1890, tbe
number of residents bad soared to nearly 340,000.' These
events betokened groivtb and prosperity, and an optimistic
Church took office on 17 February 1887, pledging to "hold
tbe balance between tbe sections of tbe territory injustice,
rectitude, and fairness."-^ Despite his intentions, the gover-
nor soon found himself at the center of a political quag-
mire ivitb his fellow Democrats, the legislature, and the

1. Herijeit S. Schell. History ofSoiilh Dakoia. id ed.. rev. (Lincoln; tlniversicy of Nebras-
ka Press, 1975), p. 159. Information on the territorial period can be found in severa! excel-
lent works. See. for example, Howard R. Limar, Dakota Tí'rriíor;i', 1861-Î889: A Sliuiy of
Frontier Politics (New Haven. Conn.: Yale tiniversity Press. 1956); Harold E. Briggs. "The
Great Dakota Eîixim, 1B79 to I8«6," Narib Dakota ¡mtortcai Quarterly 4 (Jan. MW): 78-108;
and WaLson Parker, G'oicI in the Black Hills {Norman: university of Oklahoma Press. 1966).

2. Quoted in George W. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, and George Martin Smith,
ed.. South Dakota: Its History and ¡ts People. S vols. (Chicago: S. j . Clarke Co., 1915). 2: 1467.
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territory's citizens over the issues of patronage, appropria-
tions, and, especially, division and statehood.

Born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1846, Church began a
career as a lawyer in New York City. From 1882 to 1885,
he represented the first district of Queens County in the
New York State Assembly. There, he worked closely with Re-
publican legislator and future president Theodore Roo-
sevelt in fighting Tammany Hall and promoting educa-
tional refonns. In 1885. President Grover Cleveland ap-
pointed Church, an acquaintance from Cleveland's days
as governor of New York, to succeed Judge Seward Smith
as associate justice for the Fifth (Huron) Judicial District
of the Supreme Court of Dakota Territory. On 13 Decem-
ber 1886, Cleveland nominated Church to be the ninth
governor of Dakota Territory. A number of prominent
Dakotans, Democrat and Republican alike, applauded the
appointment, for Church had earned a reputation for fair-
ness and integrity as a Judge. Shortly ajterhis nomination.
Church left Huron, the site of his court chambers, for the
territorial capital at Bismarck. He took office on 17 Feb-
ruary 1887. becoming the first Democrat in territorial his-
tory to serve as governor/

Even though it had a promising start. Church's tenure
was marked by controversy. The governor frequently exer-
cised his veto power in an attempt to reduce excessive ap-
propriations, a move that cost him political friends. In
keeping with an 1886 mandate that territories live within
their budgets. Church vetoed all bills for new territorial in-
stitutions except the reform school at Plankinton. Among
the proposed institutions he denied were a third territorial
university at Aberdeen and the soldiers' home at Hot

3- Doane Robinson, History of South Dakota. 2 vols. (Chicago: B. K Bowen & Co., 1904).
1: 329, 735; Earl S- Pomerov, Vie Territories and tbe Vniteci States. ¡861-1890: Studies in
Colonia! Administration fPhiladclphia: tlniver.sity of Penn.sylvania Press, 1947), p. 128;
Kingsbur>'. History of Dakota Territory, 2: 1405. 1468. The role of ihe territorial governor ha.s
been analyzed In Earl S. Pomerov. "The American Colonial Office." Mississippi Valtey Histor-
ical Revietv 30 (Mar. 1944): 52i-32, and Elvin 1., Valentine. "The American Territorial Gover-
nor" (Ph.D. diss., UnivtTfiity of Wisconsin, 1928).
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Springs, both of which were funded over the governor's
veto.'

Chîirchs handling of overcrotvding at the territorial
hospital for the insane at Yankton further alienated many
citizens and enraged his political opponents. Citing ex-
travagant spending and administrative irregularities,
Chîtrch demanded the resignation of the hospital hoard of
trustees, whose principal officers were Republicans. Tloey
refused to vacate, and the dispute dragged on for months,
ending only when the courts affirmed the governor's right
to appoint new board members. With a netvly configured
board in place, construction of additional wings for the
facility began, but work progressed slowly as incompetent
managers and faulty materials resulted in falling ivalls
and two worker fatalities.^

Among the many issues Church faced as governor, the
question of statehood assumed gigantic proportions. Like
former governor Nehemiah G. Ordway, a number of lead-
ing Democrats, and the Northern Pacific Railway Compa-
ny (all of whose interests lay in northern Dakota). Church
opposed division of the territory into two states. Recalling
his New York experience. Church pointed out the political
advantages of having one state with a large congressional
delegation in Washington, D.C. His argument, however,
failed to put the issue in its proper perspective. The two sec-
tions had different political and commercial onentations.
with northern Dakota tied to Minnesota and southern
Dakota linked with Iotva and the cities of Chicago and
Milwaukee. Moreover, the denial of statehood was not in
the best interests of the people, who chafed under federal
control and the patronage system. Yet Church, along with
President Cleveland and the national Democratic party.

•-4, Kingsbury, l-f¿story of Dakola Territnry. 2: UlA-l'}; Rohin.son. Hhlory of South Dakota,
1:331.

5, Kingshur>', History of Dcikotci Tcrrilory, 2: 1459. 1-178-92,
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Governor Louis K. Cburch
experienced a stormy
two years in ojfice a^

Dakota Territory moved
toward division and

statehood.

favored a prolongation of territorial tutelage until the par-
ty had gained enough strength in the region to enable
Dakota to enter the Union as a Democratic bastion f

The divisive statehood issue and the control of patron-
age were the crucial issues that split Democrats during
Church's tenure, resulting in two quarreling groups—the
"home rule" and "carpetbag" factions, ivith the latter op-
posing division. The governor battled most frequently with
Merritt H. Day and Michael L. McCormack. As the folloiv-

6. Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 221; KIwyn B, Robinson, History of North Dakota
(Lincoln; University of Nebraska Press, 1966), pp. ¿02-3; Kingsburv'. History of Dakota Terri-
tory, 2: 1475-76. Some prominent Republicans, including former governor John I... Penning-
ton, also endorsed ihf single-state movemenl. O. S. GiFford to Arthur C. Melierte. 17 May
1886, Arthur C Mellette Papers, State Archives. Souili Dakota State Historical Society. Pierre,
S.Dak.; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory. 2; 1811.
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ing letters will show, Church quickly locked horns with
Day, a southem Dakotan from Bon Homme County who
also engaged in Black Hills mining. Day represented the
territory's old-line, rank-and-file Democrats who had long
favored division and statehood. He had been under con-
sideration for the gubernatorial appointment in 1887 but
withdrew his name, supposedly with the tacit understand-
ing of Cleveland and Church that he would hecome terri-
torial auditor. The appointment never materialized, and
political rivalry between the two men escalated. McCor-
mack, young and politically ambitious, was a wealthy
Grand Forks merchant and former Red River steamboat
captain. As territorial secretary during the Church ad-
ministration, he vied with the governor for the power to
dispense patronage. '

The anti-Church sentiment among some Democrats
reached such intense proportions hy 1888 that various
party leaders, including Day, sought the governor's re-
moval. In May of 1888, territorial Democrats met in Wa-
tertown to choose delegates to the Democratic National
Convention to be held in Saint Louis in fune." In Water-
town, Day and the home-rule faction mounted an im-
peachment attempt, issuing a statement calling the
Church administration "imbecile, partisan, and traffick-
ing." Specifically, the indictment accused Church of using
a combination of "threats and promises" to coerce gov-
ernment officials on various levels into influencing cau-
cuses and conventions throughout the territory. In doing
so, the governor had "sought to defraud and intimidate
the democracy of Dakota out of its rightful voice . . . and
thus brought shame and reproach upon the party." The

7. Kingsbun-. History i if Dakota TerrHoiy. I. 140B. 1519. 1523. 1H13-14; Robinson, Histo-
vf Simh lyJktita. p. 202; Day to Cleveland, 6 Nov. 1886, 10 Mar. 1888, MfComiack to

S. Umoni, 15 Jan, 1887. McCoiniack lo Cleveland, 31 Jan. 1887, al! in Grover Cleve-
land Papers, Division of Manu.stTipLs, Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.

8. Kingsbury, History of Dakota TeiTÍtory. 2: 1519.
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anti-Church coterie further charged that the governor had
"grossly misrepresented tbe true non-office holding, non-of-

fice asking democrats of Dakota in his reports to tbe Presi-
dent." They concluded: "His public acts and utterances
brand him as a boor, totally disqualified from appreciating
the wants and wishes of an intelligent and free people. His
administration of affairs . . . has been unrelieved by a single
act of enligbtened statesmanship, or wise party policy."^
Day's faction formed its oum delegation to the Democratic
National Convention but was tboroughly bumbled wben the
convention's credentials committee refused to seat them.

Altbougb in the end Church managed to maintain con-
trol of Dakota Territory's party machinery and avoid a
forced departure from office, he bad alienated many people
and found himself at loggerheads with most legislators. In
1889, the last territorial legislature, a body controlled by Re-
publicans, virtually ignored tbe Democratic cbief executive
during the immediate prelude to statehood and a new gov-
emmeíít. Church was replaced as governor in March 1889.'"

During his stormy two years in office, Governor Church
frequently corresponded with President Grover Cleveland on
rmjtters pertaining to affairs in Dakota Territory. These pri-
vate letters reveal a great deal about the man, bis programs,
bis official relationships, and his reactions to tbe events that
engulfed bis administration. Approximately forty letters
make up the Church Collection in the Grover Cleveland Pa-
pers at the Library of Congress. These letters, wbicb are not
deposited with tbe official territorial papers in the National
Archiî'es. date from the time of Church's gubernatorial ap-
pointment in 1886 to 1895, when be was practicing law in
tbe state of Wasbington."

9. Ibid., 2: 152!.
10. Ibid., 2. 152.Í, 1563-66.
11. Addiiional information on Church and Dakota Territory can bu mined from the L. Q.

C. Lamar Papers. University of Mississippi Library, Oxfoal, Miss.; the William F, Vilas Papers,
State Historical Society of Wisconsin. Madison, Wis.; and the Donald M. Dickinson Papers,
Division of ManuscripLs, Libraiy of C<jngress.
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President Grover
detK'laiui bad the loyal

support of Governor
Church, who kept him

informed about the
machinations of the terri-

tory's politicians.

Eleven letters from the Church Collection are presented
here, ranging from 13fantiary 1887 to 15 February 1889.
In editing this correspondence for publication, repetitious
and irrelevant subject material has been omitted and re-
placed with ellipses. The editor has also added a minimal
amount of punctuation in instances tvbere it was needed
to clarify meaning.

Bismarck, D.T. Jany. 13 1887
Mr. President

I arrived here Monday, and as yet I have not heard any-
thing regarding my confirmation. I have concluded to
write you and suggest as to whether or not it would not
l:)e well for you to forward me my commission as for a va-
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caney by reason of Gov. Pierce's resignation.'^ Tliere are
some things that have led me to think that an attempt may
be quietly on foot to delay my confirmation; and use it as
one of the means of compelling me to come to terms on
various appointments; and thus perpetuate the power of
an element I don't vv̂ ant anything to do with.

Day for instance regardless of all principles of propri-
ety is urging his appointment as Territorial Auditor; if you
think it wise I will do so, but if left to my own inclination
I will not, I have no faith in his integrity and I feel that the
appointment of territorial auditor &. treasurer should be
such that the same will commend my administration. Fur-
ther, they should be men on whom I can rely for advice,
not only as regards territorial matters, but likewise such
information as you may require at my hands.

I feel that I cannot afford to have men in these places
that are not in sympathy with myself. Day likewise is giv-
ing out the idea that there was an understanding that he
should be appointed auditor; to appoint him will be to
verify this idea, and the consequence will be instead of
harmony the opposite. . . . 1 know him well enough to
foresee that his appointment will be followed by his giv-
ing out "I told you so" and consequently his influence will
be greater than the executive, and . . . cause me great an-
noyance during my entire administration. . . . I sincerely be-
lieve the best elements are not in favor of his appointment.

I would rather create some antagonism with a certain el-
ement than mn the risk of doing any act which I am fear-
ful might develop badly. I have made no selections. I am
carefully casting about for men fit for the important posi-
tions at my disposal.

I have no care for the future. My only desire is to fill
the executive chair with credit. 1 expect a thorny path but

12, Gilben A, Pierct;. a prominfnl puliiician. aiithdr, and new.-ijwper edilor. was the Re-
piiblicyn governor of Dakota TiTrilory iVom 1884 in I8H7. Al llie tune he sent thi,s letter,
Churt-h had established leinporary lieadqiiiirteis at the Sheridan House in Bismarck,

Copyright © 1997 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Winter 1996 Letters of Louis K. Church 235

if I can so discharge my duty that it will in the minds of
all good citizens reflect credit on your administration. I
will be satisfied. . . .

Gov. Pierce has been very kind to me. I appreciate
[him] as a high toned gentleman, and took it upon myself
to tell him of your good opinion regarding him; and I am
pleased to be able to say he appreciates your kind &. gen-
erous treatment.

He is anxious I should qualify as he has made business
arrangements for the future, but of course I cannot under
the circumstances. I shall return to Huron to clay ¿i will
not return [to Bismarck] until I hear something definite.

In speaking of Day do not think me prejudiced. I do so
after careful consideration. You told me to write frankly
to you at all times. It might be politic to give him some-
thing but I feel it would be a great mistake to appoint him
to one of the positions I speak of.

Sincerely,
L K Church

Huron, Dakota Jany 17, 1887
Mr. President

As I was about leaving Bismarck on Thursday last I
wrote you in some haste. I did not intend to indicate I
thought an attempt might be made by Democrats to de-
lay my confirmation, but that there was some reason for
my thinking such might be the case among the Repul_ l̂i-
can office holders & office seekers. The patronage is con-
siderable, and as the legislature is limited to a session of
sixt>' days and the Council confirms most of the appoint-
ments you will readily see how important delay is to these
people.

I am strongly of the opinion the Council as organized
is friendly. It consists of 24 members, three of whom are
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Democrars, & their votes elected the President of the
Council exacting a promise from him & liis supporters
that I should be fairly treated.

The utmost good feeling seems to exist among our
people. I have been visited by many from all parts of the
Territoiy and . . . all assure me of hearty support. The only
real eml")arrassing question is the desire of Mr. Day to be
appointed auditor. I think however that can be got over
[and] you can be assured I shall be as diplomatic as pos-
sible in all things.

Sincerely,
L K Church

I desire to say I have the utmost confidence in Gov.
Pierce & do not include him in my general remark. If I
can get him to accept I desire to put him on one of the
important commissions.

L K C

Bismarck, Feb'y 28th, 1887
Mr, President:

Dear Sin-
I qualified and entered upon my duties on the 17th inst.

I have contemplated writing you for several days past, but
the mass of business that had accumulated in the execu-
tive office was such, and the army of office-seekers has
been so great, that my entire time has been consumed.

There are several matters that I would like to speak of,
but, recognising the fact that your time is valuable, I will
not undertake to speak at length regarding any particular
matter, as, immediately on the close of the Legislature—
which will be on the 12th proximo—I will come to Wash-
ington and make a full report of my stewardship.
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During the period of time which elapsed between the
acceptance of the resignation of Governor Pierce, and my
qualification, Secretary Me Cormack discharged the duties
of the executive. There has been some comment excited
in the community by reason of the fact that Mr. Me Cor-
mack granted a pardon to a man by the name of Magill,
who was serving a term of imprisonment for the murder
of one Bessey. I will only say at this time that the matter
had been passed upon by Governor Pierce, and, while
here previous to my confirmation. Governor Pierce in-
formed me that he had denied the pardon several months
previously, and that there was great influence being
brought for the purpose of inducing him to grant the par-
don before his term expired, but that he had declined to
do so and would let the matter stand over until his suc-
cessor qualified, and any statement he had to make in the
matter he would make to me. I do not wish to say any-
thing that would have a tendency to be unfair or unkind
to Mr. Me Cormack, but, recognizing the fact that there
has been considerable comment in the community in ref-
erence to the action of the Secretary, I feel that it is my
duty to speak to you in reference to the matter, as I do
not wish to be held responsible, directly or indirectly, for
any act of Secretary Me Cormack. I will inform you fully
in reference to the details of the matter when I come to
Washington.

The appointments that 1 have made, so far, were John
D. Benton, of Fargo, for Treasurer,—a gentleman who
stands high in the community in North Dakota, and who
is considered as an "admission-as-a-whole" man. Mr. Ben-
ton . . . is an "A No. 1" man in every respect. Mr. James A.
Ward, whom I appointed Auditor of the Territory, is a
wholesale grocer in Sioux Falls, South Dakota,—a con-
servative Democrat, a moderate divisionist, and a gentle-
man who has never been identified in any manner with
any of the factional fights in the Territoiy. . . .
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Church sent
this letter to
Clmvland
assessing the
¡'ulitical
situation in
Dakota
¡irritujyfrom
Huron, the
site of his

Wrilingfriim
the teiritorial

capital.
Church

informed
Clei •eland
about the

appointments
he had made

during his
first u-eek as

governor.

and «Atrtd upon BJ ëutlai

OB Ui« ITU UiM. I hH« a«it«vl«t«d wrltlBg you (or

•avaral di^t put» tut th« SMt of bttain*«« that hid aooua-

ulatad ID tbi «••sutlv« offlea « u tueh, «nd tht uny of

olflM-Makiri hu bMH «• f n i t , that mj mblra tlM bu

ban iiitfui—I.

Thar» ara a«**r<U nsttart that F «Mild Ukn to

»puta ofi but, rsoognUli^ tha fast that your tta« 1* Tal-

uabla, I «Ul not tiMlvrttJn to apaak ab IragUi ragvdlng

any partleular nÉtttr, u . laMdlatsly on the oloia at tbe

LéglalaUiP* -- lAloh «111 ft« on tha lath proitno — t vill

ooa* ta fuhli^ttoD md naKa a fiilt raport ot • / rtMard-

ahlp.

burlas Uw p«rled ot tlM riitoh alaiiaacl MtvMB

tiM «DoaptoM af th« raalffwtlie of Oovernor Piaraa, UMI

^ qimllflartldn. SMrvtar/ Ha Oerauk dtaehar^ad tha du-

tlM of th« «MUtlfa. Thtra hH t>MB acna tsumant
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I think I am justified in saying that my appointments
give universal satisfaction to the better class of people of
both parties, and that at least ninety per cent of the
Democracy approve of my course. I consulted with the
best men of our party throughout every section of the Ter-
ritoiy, and I have the approval of the best and the leading
citizens in pursuing the course that I have adopted. It is
but natural that some should be dissatisfied. . . .

Very Respectfully,
L K Church

Bismarck, June 13th, 1887

Mr. President:
Dear Sir:-
I have contemplated writing you for several days past,

but seeing by the newspapers that you were absent from
Washington on a fishing trip, I concluded to wait until
your return. I trust that you had an enjoyable trip. . . .

1 have written you several letters in reference to [ap-
pointments to] land offices. . . . The Black Hills section of
the country has had but very little attention either from the
Federal or the Territorial administration. Its isolated posi-
tion is such that in the distribution of the Territorial offices
I was much embarrassed, but, foramately, the leading men
in that section of the country are not quite as ambitious for
office as they are in the Eastern portion of Dakota. . . .

Day is in open hostility to your administration and my
own, and is naturally sympathized with by such men as
Ziebach.'^ I think I am justified, however, in saying that

13, Francis M. Ziebach. a long-time newspajx-i- ediloi and politician from southtm Dako-
ta Territory', was an early supporter of division and .stateliotKl, .̂ t tliis time, lie was .ser\ing
as receiver of the United .states Land Office in Yankton. Kingshiio-, History' ofDalsoUi Tt-rri-
tory, 2: l6f)9; Doane Robinson. Stniih Dakola, .Siii Gcrteris. .Sinvsing the I'liU/ue inul Dra-
matic in South ¡^kikoiti History, 3 vols, (Chicago: American Historical SiK'ietv-, 19.-̂ Ct), p]i, 440-
41,
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my course is giving satisfaction to the people at large. I
have endeavored to keep in my mind's eye the welfare of
the Territory and the public service, regardless of the wish
of faction or of a desire to please or displease any partic-
ular individual. Could I secure the appointment to some
of these places before you take your summer vacation, I
know it would help me materially, politically. As you will
readily see upon a moment's reflection, I have accom-
plished but very little in the way of patronage from Wash-
ington since my inauguration as Governor in February
last; and could the fact be known thrcjughout the Territo-
ry that one or two prominent places had been secured by
reason of my endorsement, you can readily see that it
would have a tendency to sĉ lidify the sentiment of the Dem-
ocrats and to impress them with the fact that you were in
hearty sympathy with my movements here. If it is not too
much, may I ask you to consider this matter, and if possi-
ble, to act in the premises. I do not want to importune you
or to suggest or urge anything to you that would even for
a moment cause you any annoyance. I realize every day
more and more the embarrassments which surround me
and the uncertainty of men whom I come in contact with.
It does seem to me that the average politician in Dakota is
something that was never known, heard or dreamed of in
the East.

If you desire at any time to have me come to Washing-
ton, of course I will do so.

I contemplate removing to Bismarck early in July as I
find that my duties are such that I can not discharge them
with satisfaction to myself by dividing my time between
Huron and Bismarck. The matter of expense is also a con-
siderable item.

Yours Respectfully,
L K Church
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Bismarck, August 31st, 11887]
Mr. President:

Dear Sir:-
Yours of the 22nd inst. at hand, relating to Judge Fran-

cis, and contents noted."
. . . . Your kind allusion to the fact that you are always

pleased to hear of my official success leads me to think
that peradventure some one may have been saying a kind
word for me, and I will at least take advantage of that
supposition to say to you that I have only one desire in
the discharge of my official duties, and that is, to have the
cleanest and the best administration of public affairs that
Dakota has ever had, and 1 only trust that never, even in
thought, will you have any occasion to regret honoring
me as you have. The only thing that worries me is the fear
of being misrepresented to you, and the thought that even
for a moment you might some time think I was not what
you thought I was; because I recognize the fact that I
have antagonised certain men here in Dakota who would
be only too glad to have it in their power to put me in a
false position, but I have endeavored to cast my lines
among the best elements of our party, and, while I am
aware of the fact that I have not pleased all, and while I
have been abused for not doing things that I knew I
should not do, and would not do under any circum-
stances, and because I would not recormnend certain par-
ties for office I have laid myself open to being abused in
certain quarters.

Respectfully,
L K Church

14, Church devoted most of this eleven-page letter to voicing his opinion on rerritorial
supreme coun judge W. H. Francis, whom Cievdand was considering removing; from office.
The governor referred to Francis as "nervous and impuLsive" and "not of that character thai
fits a man for a ¡udiual position." Cleveland eventually followed Churcli'.s suggestion thai
Francis be replaced by United Statt-.s Disiria Aiiorney John F. Girland oí Üismarck.
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Bismarck, Dec. 12th, 1887
Mr. President;

Washington, D.C.
Dear Sir-

. . . . I want power to call a special Session of the Ter-
ritorial Legislature so the proper legislation can be had in
the premises.'' There is no provision of law that enables
Dakota to have a special session of its Legislature. . . . I
have prepared a bill including Dakota [and] I enclose a
copy of the bill for your inspection, and approval. Will it
be consistent with your ideas of propriety in this matter
to hand the bill to some Senator [in Washington] for in-
troduction or indicate some Senator that I can communi-
cate with, and in case of its passage I will then ask you
to grant permission for a special session of our legislature.
. . . I fear the financial interests of the territory may suffer
as we have interest on our territorial bonds to meet, to say
nothing of other Government expenses. I consider this
matter of the greatest importance and in strict harmony
with the policy of my superiors at Washington in the mat-
ter not only of the land policy of the Interior Department
but sound principles of good government in matters of
taxation. . . .

You may remember our conversation regarding this
matter, also regarding the matter of the Governor having
the power to vetoe items in appropriation bills. A bill of
this character would work great benefit in Dakota, and I
have drawn such a bill.

May I beg as early an answer as your convenience will
allow?

Very Truly,
L K Church

15. Church wanted a special session in order to clarify the meaning of an 1883 law to
tax railroad property in the territory. He achieved neither this goal nor his request made at
the end of this letter for legislation that would give territorial governors the power of the
line-item veto for all biUs dealing with appropriations.
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Bismarck, Feby. llth, 1888
Mr. President:

It is with great hesit[a]ncy I set about writing you this
letter, but I feel that the time is fast approaching when I
will have occasion to meet in Dakota Politics an element
that has been a curse to our party; this is nothing more or
less than the Gang in our own party and who have acted
with the Gang in the other; this is strong talk but taie. If
there has ever been Gang rule to perfection it has been
right here in Dakota. Day and McCormack have con-

Chtirch's loyalty to
Cleveland fueled his
potver struggle with
Merritt H. Day ami
territorial secretary

Michael L. McCormack.
pictured here. Both men

had cast their political
fortunes with future

tnce-president
Adlai E. Stevenson.
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trolled the Fourth Class Post Offices and do so yet."̂  You
intended these matters should come through me, but Mr.
Stevenson although requested by Mr. Vilas in my pres-
ence to consult me about these matters, and at the same
time showing him your kind and strong letter of indorse-
ment and introduction of myself, has ignored that re-
quest.'̂  1 wrote Mr. Vilas once about the matter but it has
never been corrected, and I dropped the matter rather
than appear to be annoying or presuming. Ever since you
came into office Day has carried on a Brokerage business
in offices, and up to the time of my appointment the Ter-
ritory was filled with stories of different amounts he had
received for his political services, and he certainly must
have received considerable for he lived in style at Wash-
ington, and it is well known here he is without means. He
and his friends are bold in telling certain men in office
that he is all powerful in Fourth Class Post Office matters
and will have them removed if they support my adminis-
tration. tSecretaryl McCormack is in sympathy with Day
and not one bit better than he is, only he does not know
half as much, he only knows what Day tells him and he
has no personal following to any extent. This bold state-
ment concerning McCormack need not worry you as far
as our official duties are concerned, it is not necessary for
me to have much to do with him, and I'll get along with
him; I feel I am in honor bound on your account to do

16, Patronage in the United States Posl Office was a source of hitter political conflict in
the late ¡8OUs. Postmasters exercised considerable political power a,s local party organizers
and canvassers. With an office in nearly every village and town, the post office employed
more than half of :ill government workers, Dorothy Ganfieid Fowler. The Cabinet Politician:
The Postntiistors Ck-neraI. 7829-7909 (New York: AMS Press, 196''), pp, 192, 196.

17, Adiai E, Stevenson, an Illinois lawyer and former congressman, was first a.ssistant
postmaster general froin 1885 to 1KH9, William F, Vilas, a Wisconsin Democrat, served as
postmaster general until the fall of 18S7, when he became secretary of the interior. At Cleve-
land's direction. Siev'eason replaced thousands of Republican postmiisters wild patronage-
starved DeiTUK'rats even though the administration had announced iis dedication to civil ser-
vice n^form. Fowler, The Cabinet Politician, pp, 197. 199, In a 20 April 1888 Washington
Globe aiticlf. Stev'cnson referred lo the Dakota issue, denying any knowledge of McCorma-
ck's "Ix'ing designated as referee. " He continued, "There is no favoritism, as far as 1 am con-
cerned, lo any faction or pan of faction,"
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so. I regret he does not act as [i]f he was actuated by the
same motives. Day has not only opposed you but abu-
sively so. During the last feŵ  months seeing the course of
public sentiment he quieted down and apparently took
the other track. Now he is putting up jobs with McCor-
mack in Washington to carry our [Dakota Democratic]
Convention and elect Delegates to the next [Democratic]
Nat'l Convention [at Saint Louis] opposed to you, and if
possible give my prestige a black eye, and McCormack
who is an uneducated illiterate man (I do him the justice
of saying this, 1 do not [:)elieve he at present intends to be
used against you) yet he is in thorough sympathy with
Day and he certainly is not loyal to you when he does not
honoraf")ly support your territorial Governor.

And how easy to secure Delegates weak kneed that can
flop in a minute. Now Mr. President pardon this bold let-
ter, pardon me when I say my administration is free from
all entanglements, and not one act will reflect discredit on
you or myself. I believe the people approve of my course,
of course I cannot please all.

Now may I ask that Mr, Dickinson be requested to see
I am backed up in my efforts here to aid good men in
making their influence known and felt in the councils of
our party.'^ Let me have the patronage as you intended I
should. , . . The people here are Cleveland supporters and
I must have these delegates for you. I think our friends
can control matters I am sure of it but it can be made eas-
ier. . . .

With best wishes I am.
Sincerely,
L. K. Church

18. Donald M. Dickinson, a Michigan law\'fr und meinlx-r of the Democratic National
Cünimitiee, served a.s pixstmaster general from iS8Ö to 1889. While Dickinson and Steven-
son probably consultctl with Church on occasion, the governor did not aKvays receive the
considération to which ht thought he was entitled. The president, however, did not telieve
in delegating responsihiliiy and played an important role in the appointment o!' postma.sters.
He examined the papers penaining to each appointment and held regular conferences with
hi.s postmaster general. Fowler, The Cabinet PoUlician. pp. 1%, 199-201.
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.-l.s- assi.'itant ¡Kistmaster
,i;L'nerat. Adlai Steimison
Hscd ¡he patronage power
nfhù office to further his
fiivri political ambitions.

Bismarck, April 21st, 1888
Mr. President,

Executive Mansion,
Washington, D.C.

Dear Sir:-
I feel that it is necessary to call your attention to the fact

Mr. Stevenson of the P.O. Dept. continues to send notices
relating to Fourth Class Postmasters to Day and McCor-
mack, and they are now receiving them and these notices
are peddled about the Territory as indicating their influ-
ence at Washington. Now I have no desire to have con-
trol of these offices and intend to comply with your re-
quest to select a list of gentlemen from the Legislative Dis-
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tricts to whom such matters can be referred. Now Mr.
President this man Day is not only abusive but the Re-
publican press is aiding him all they can and I have been
most foully libeled by Day in a paper called the Sioux City
journal. . . . I do not believe Mr, Dickinson is aware of
these matters. This man Day is absolutely without charac-
ter. He is going about the Territory carrying on a war of
the character. . . . He talks Stevenson for Vice-President
and brags of his power in the RO. Dept.'^ . . . Now I de-
sire further to say my recommendations have received
very little attention from Stevenson, and further when first
introduced to Stevenson a year ago by Mr. Vilas, one of
the first things he asked was that I aid his nephew a Mr.
Brown to a Judgeship; I have not and perhaps this ac-
counts for some of his hostility.

Things are going our way here and there is no act of
mine that will not stand investigation. I have refused to
submit to the "gang," and there comes the trouble. . . .

I regret to write you thus but there is a limit to every-
thing and I feel under the circumstances justified in an-
noying you. . . .

Res ply,
L K Church

Bismarck, April 23rd, 1888
Mr. President,

Executive Mansion,
Dear Sir-

. . . . I am anxious to carry out your desires. . . . The
taith of the matter is that every official Fourth Class Post-

19. Stevenson sought the Democratic vice-presidential nomination in 1888 but lost to
Allen G. Thurman of Ohio. Stevenson served as vice-president of the United States from 1893
lo 1897 during Cleveland's second administration. His grandson and namesake ran for pres-
ident in 1952 and 195Ó.

Copyright © 1997 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



248 South Dakota History Vol. 26. no. 4

masters and R.R. Postal Clerks that Mr. Day can influence
(who think he aided in securing their appointment) is
now actively at work to secure delegates friendly to Mr.
Day to the Territorial Convention that selects delegates to
[the] St. Louis Iconvention].

I assure you no man who has received my endorse-
ment for [a] position from you, or any one who has ever
received an appointment from myself as Governor can
say I have ever directly or indirectly asked any promise or
anything of any kind. I have kept in mind only one thing,
good men. Yes I have written you such an appointment
would help me, but Mr. President on my honor as a man
I meant only that aid that would inure to my administra-
tion by reason of it being known I was for good men
which means good government. I have no axe to grin[d]
and I am not desirous of being a Boss. The Territorial
press is largely Republican and they of course see the
force of helping Day to make our friends all the trouble
they can. You say you know of my fidelity to you;^ I
would not for anything be false to you or cause you any
annoyance. . . . At the Democratic Convention at Aberdeen
in 1886 when Day was nominated for Delegate to Con-
gress, he stalked about with a large bundle of Fourth
Class P.O. notices and used them for all they were worth,̂ ^
and will do it at the coming convention if allowed. I do
not want control of these offices. But I know Day is do-
ing and has been ever since I have been appointed Gov-
ernor, by the lowest of methods, all he can to make my
administration a failure. He told a Mr. Frye in Washington
last summer that the old gang in North and South Dako-
ta had put up a job to down me and make my adminis-
tration odious. Mr. Frye told this to ex-Gov. Ordway and
you can easily inquire of the Governor. Now Mr. President

20. Cleveland had written a supportive letter to Church on 18 April.
21. Day won the Democratic nomination but lost the 1886 delegate election to Republi-

can Oscar S. Gifford, a Ciinion lawyer and former mayor.
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this man Day is odious to the best people of both parties,
the best men in the Territory support me and Day's idea
is simply this; he desires to control the Convention and
claim it as a rebuke to me. He has boasted he would pass
resolutions condem[n]ing my administration and thus re-
buke you for my appointment. . . . Now Mr. President
have I not as a citizen, if not as an official, a right to ob-
ject to Day and McCormack having courtesies shown
them by Mr. Stevenson when they are being built up
thereby and the better enabled to harrass tsic] you in your
selections for office simply because they cannot [exercise]
control and [are] at the same time trying to destroy my
usefulness as Governor. . . . Mr. President, I have been
outrageously maligned, but I shall not worry you with
those matters. I will ask for a leave of absence in a few
days and will call and pay my respects, and your letter
will give me an opportunity of talking freely, but I have
always felt I should keep annoyances from you.

You have told me heretofore to always write you
frankly. I have done so. I appreciate your many kindness-
es, and regret exceedingly you should be for one moment
annoyed.

Sincerely,
L K Church

Bismarck, August 2nd, 1888
Mr. President,

Washington, D.C.
Dear Sir:-

. . . I want to again thank you for your many manifes-
tations of confidence, the success of my administration is
now assured and to you belongs the credit.'-

22, Church wrole ihis upbeat letter after Day's attempt to seat hi.s own delegates at die
Deniocratif Nati<Jnal Convention in Saint Louis had been thwarted. Cleveland had won
renomination at the convention.

Copyright © 1997 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



250 South Dakota History Vol. 26, no. 4

Not now, but after your second term and when I can
pay my respects when [wel both are out of offlce I will
relate my experience in Dakota. I have created antago-
nisms and you may have been annoyed, and the fact that
you have has caused me more worry than all my other
troubles and annoyances combined. . . .

Sincerely,
L K Church

Bismarck, D.T. Nov 21st, 1888
Mr. President,

Washington, D.C.
Dear Sir-

I am strongly urged by several gentlemen who I am
confldent are acaiated by no improper motive to write
you concerning contemplated political moves by our op-
ponents here, and if successful will result in placing a
class of men in power who have no care or regard be-
yond gratifying their own desires, and will undo every-
thing we have been struggling for and will bring to the
front an element that has been a curse to the Territory in
the past, but whose influence has been largely destroyed
during the last two years.

Your term as President expires March 4th.'- The Terri-
torial Legislature convenes January 8th. next and is limit-
ed to sixty days session, consequently the session of the
Legislature will expire March 8th. or four days after your
term. The job is to have me suspended by telegraph from
President Harrison on the 5th. or óth. or 7th. of March. . . .
I shall not resign as we concluded when I last saw you,
but I can be suspended or removed by telegraph. The

23. Cleveland lost the 1888 presidential election to Beniamin Harrison, an Indiana Re-
publican, lawyer, and former United Slates senator.
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plan contemplates refusal to act on important legislation
and all appointments until after expiration of March 4th,
when they expect to secure my removal as indicated.

Think of this condition of affairs and the great danger
of vicious legislation and bad and vicious appointments
and the borning of bad combinations that will last for
years. When my removal is affected then McCormack as
Secretary is to be directed by telegraph to act as Gover-
nor pending [a] new appointment and arrival of the new
Governor's commission and he is to make appointments
as directed by the combinations in return for which he
will be continued at least for a while as Secretary, and the
further gratification he will have of humiliating me. This
man is not one bit too good for this work. . . . For months
I have occupied the Executive Office conscious of the fact
that the Secretary was scheming and working to disgrace
me, and through me, consequently your administration.
He has never forgiven you for appointing me Governor
and ignoring Mr. Day and has never forgiven me for be-
ing Governor; when Day vilified me in his aimp conven-
tion this Secretary . . . Igave] his approval to this outra-
geous assault upon the Governor.

He has been continually intriguing with some of the
most unscmpulous men in the Territory. . . . I had written
evidence with me at Washington proving beyond a doubt
his character and actions but I concluded beyond show-
ing you a letter not to annoy you, and I have that evi-
dence now. I have during my entire term been harrassed
[sic] and embarrassed by this man. He has been a spy on
every move that could be made use of for misrepresenta-
tion of myself. . . . Now Mr. President believing as I do
that he is to be made and willingly to be made an instru-
ment to destroy the work of my administration and for my
humiliation I now ask that he be removed and that a gen-
tleman be appointed Secretaiy that will work in harmony
with your administration and mine during the session of
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the Legislaaire.-^... I desire to be true to our people here
who have aided me in my stmggle for a good adminis-
tration; beyond that I have no desire. You may on reading
this letter think I am needlessly alarmed. I do not think so.
I fully understand the men I am dealing with. . . .

Respectfully,
L K Church

Feby. 15, 1889
Mr. President,

Washington, D.C.
Dear Sir:-

. . . I informed you when in Washington [that] this man
McCormack has conspired to undermine and destroy my
usefulness as Governor and my reputation as a man. He
has aided M. H. Day and others to embarrass the confir-
mation of your appointees by filing false and frivolous
charges. I can prove all I say and you will remember I ex-
hibited documentary proof to you when in Washington.
He has used his office not only to annoy but embarrass
the Territorial officials. He has threatened to withhold
payment of Legislation printing unless the printer assailed
me in his newspaper. . . .

I will not enter into detail on many many things and
acts of this man. I have tried to do my duty as Governor
and as a citizen. . . .

Respectfully,
L K Church

In March 1889. Churcb resigned tbe territorial gover-
norship. He attended the inauguration of his successor,
Arthur C Mellette, a Republican wbo bad been appointed
by the Benjamin Harrison administration. After the cere-

24. Despite Church's request, McCormack remained in office through the end of the
Church administrai il >n in March 1889.
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monies, Church saluted his foes and walked aivay. He re-
turned to Huron to practice law until 1890. when he relo-
cated to Everett, Washington. There, he practiced law,
served as president of the chamber of commerce, assisted
in founding Everett General Hospital and the Everett Com-
mercial Club, and helped to organize Trinity Church. In
addition to his community service, Church chaired the De~
mocratic State Convention in 1892. Five years later, he
died while visiting funeau, Alaska.

The departure of Church from the governor's office in
1889 signified the passing of" the territorial system and the
beginning of statehood for hoth Dakotas. Church served
during a transitional period in which the duties of the gov-
ernorship were difficult and diverse. His proficiency as a
judge did not necessarily qualify Church to be govemor.
His vanity and vendettas hoth contributed to and grew out
of the temper of the times. Years later, many of Church's
antagonists attested to the governor's personal integrity
and devotion to duty. Their stubborn opposition to his ad-
ministration had reflected, to a certain extent, their aver-
sion to federal authority in the territory.^^

Ultimately, Church emerged victorious from the brawl
with his political opponents but not without serious dam-
age to his credibility and future career. He was not in-
competent or indecent, as Day and McCormack pictured
him, and he certainly was not corrupt. On the other hand,
neither Day nor McCormack deserved the condemnation
they received at Church's hands. In both cases, ambitious
and proud men became overly zealous, allowing personal
vindictiveness to outweigh tbe public welfare. As a public
figure. Church was an intriguing individual who sought
to influence public opinion while maintaining control of
the Democratic machinery in Dakota and loyally support-
ing Cleveland. Regrettably, he failed to transcend politics

25. Schell. History of South Dakota, p. 220; Kinysbury, History of Dakota Territory, 2:
1476. General biographical information on Church appears in the National Cyclopaedia of
.American Biography. S.v. "Church. Louis Kossuth."
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and escape the trap of polarizing issues. In a political era
when patronage played such an important role, the gover-
nor's hittemess, pessimism, and sense of aggrievedness ap-
peared to paralyze part of his effectiveness.
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