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Silas A. Holcomb Nebraska’s Greatest and Most Successful Popuhst

Man

the Alpha
n he pusses
hackground
ireer of the

Carcer of the

HE first and the last, the beginning and the ending,
amd Omega of populism, SBilns A, Holeomb,
today from the stnge of publie activities into the
of private life,
ple's lndepeudent party militant and

parting day.’

whe

traws the curtaln upon the

“tolls the

o

kel of (=

Juidge Holeomb wons not the founder of the popullst porty, nor
evon (s st candidate elected to publie offive, bul he was the frst in
Nebrnska to win substantial vietory under fts lunners; e was the
first governor elected In this state, which, with Kaonsas, formed the
storm center of that turbulent era of politioal and social discontent
which bronght forth and for a thine, nurtured this Hlustrious organiza
tion. Twice Silar A. Holcomb was elected governor and ouce g e
e of the supreme court, his official term covering a period of ten

vears, continuougly. The last two years of his career on the, supreme

honch, from wlileh he retired as the old year passed out, he was the
.

vhilef justiee

Practienily, Holeomb wis uot only the longest

had frs

therefore, Slias A

reiguing populist, but in hig ascendaney the paciy advent and

i hle petiroment e oflicial lght goes out in tinonl extingunishment.
Arovind the time, more thon the name, of Jwdge Holéomb, clistors
i aeries of events metorable i the politieal anoals, not alone of Ne

that the plol
held none

natlonal eouncils of his party's

of the nation. 1t is not necess of Nis plas
of nationnl polities Trie he

in the

hirunska, it Iy

e Indd on the stage it sinte
offices, bhut he ligured prominently
i unrest

famous tidal wave of politice

and moreover that
which swept bhim into office, hent
anelent sodds of old purty regimes

Walte

nnnagemmoent,

upon the shores of other stites

nnd washed awny the O ity orest

Licwelyn rode into power In Kansps, In Calorado, Tennover in

Oregon, and, after  Holeomb, Poynter in Nelbroska. This turbulent
brenker  changed  state  loglslatures, {t  shatterwl  the nationnl
eongress, it slterad  men's  politieal views from one eod
of the country to the other, It dethroned  old leaders  wind  set up
pew ones, It dismantled the oMest of political parties, with which, para

It erented the
a lifetime:

toxienl as It may seem, It conlesced ] ey

in short,

ttest upheaval

ol generations; it subyverted conditions of it ostib

lshed an epoch in Amerienn polities

Drama of Many Elements

It I8 upon such an historic deama that Judge Holeoml e
fnal curtadn,  And the ending of the play and the passing of the play
ors are feaught with morve siguiticanee to Nebragkans than to the penple

ws the

because it was (o this state, together with Ixnnsus,

lnhad anad the

of any other stnte,

that the plot was denoucment effecind,  Nebraskans, (o

b+ sure, may oot hatl with uproarious applause the mvinory of this
.

fact, for In many respects they pald dearly for this undue popuigrity,

Judge Holeomb, the lost of the populist pllots to lenve the helm of

their states' ships, may not properly be classed among the ulira rad-
icals of this radieal sect, for he admits now, that the battle is over,
he did not approve all the doctrines of popullam during the early
slages of lia existence. But he still believes In ts fundamental
prineciples and believes they are evenu more vital today than when
first eepousad by the party.

Numerous elements combined fo bring Into being «the populist
purty. It was the calmination of a series of events that had been
steadily moving toward the goal of positive politieal action for a loug
period of years. The Farmers' Alllance, the Kulghts of Labor and

other similur reform factors which had been wortlnz out thql.r bwn~

uncertaln destiny along corresponding lines,
one political body -pdn- name of mhﬁ
pendent paets. *“" o4 s i"

e AT A Lz '- 3
causes whiely nm and mmm popullsm Were contrafy o ommon
tenets, and ‘were derived from more visible and apparent sources: In
the light of the Immediate facts of its belng It I8 no streteh of the
jmsiginution to say that the populist party was a paradox; (ts birth
and death enomalies. Grover Cleveland, the cnemy, created it; Wil-
llam J. Bryan, the friend, killed it

UVopmiar discontent under the first Clevelnnd
reachied the bolling point and out of the crucible came the populist
party. Poymiar contentment, with the prineciples and policies of Bryan-
igm, nbsorbed the populist party and produced a new democracy.

In this theory of the coming and going of populilsm Judge THol-
comb belleves, He admits the popnlist party, as a party, Is dead, yet
Le malotains the principles on which it was founded and for which it
fought still live and shall live until other parties and other leaders
hnve passed away; that these principles are parnmount today and are
belng embraced yeur by year by the best wen of both big parties. He
believes the nation i better for the popullst party having lved. He
belteves  the popullst party. enunciated pripeiples and promulgated
doctirines on whose trinmph the destiny of the natlon depends. And
he Dbelievea that as sure as prioelples are eternal, sp sure (s their
triumph inevitable,

Personal Popularity of Holcomb

It has been sald Silas A, Holeomb was bigger than his party. How-
ever that may be, he outlived his party and accomplished what wone
of his Nebraska colleagues accomplished. He carried the for
govervor by an aboormally large plurality after the party had passed
over the summit of its power; after it had, as au party, attulned the
wusimum of its streugth. Then, even after the force of popullsm bhad
been spent, be, still as a populist, was elected to the supreme court.
But it miust be rememberad that Judge Holeomb, nominally and really
g popullst, all this tline was the “fuslon” candldate, and o his race
for the supreme bench received support unot ouly from the waning
ragment of populism, but the dewocratic party, and drew beavily
from the republican ranks. Indeed, in bis first race for governor, when
Tom Majors was folsted upon the republicans as thelr candldate, Hol-
commb split the republican party and went into ofice with a bandsome
wajority, motwithstanding every other republican was elected from
6,000 te 1,000 majority.

As a vetr: getter Holcomb wus always unique. Friends and op-
ponents cond: F this fact. Richard L. Metcalfe, now assoclate edi-
tor of Mr. Brvan's Commoner, who for years has been an active demo-
eratie leader, says [lolcomb was not only a strong candidate, but he
was & munn of unasunl judgment in all matters of polities. His per
ception was clenr aml far-reaching. He could be depended on when
no other could to give the sdvice that, followed,
sults.

"He was the best politiclan I ever dealt wit™" AMr. Metealfe re-
cently sald. 1 pever hnd an adviser or couase'or In whose judgment
1 placed us much contidence. Judge Holcomb bus saved the forces of
fusion many a vote and guided them sround many a dangerous or
embarrassing place. I've often thought he was gifted with a patural
Intuition in such matters. Certaloly he was a profound student of
wen and events.”

administration

state

led to successful re-

Personal Appearance of the Man

As a politieal eandldate several elements combined to wmake Hol-
comb a potent factor. His makep played no unimportant part. He
was & mun of powerful physigue, stunding over six feet in helght and
welghing 250 pounds. As he used to say, “1 welgh o gquarter of a ton,”
He was o the full bleom of vigorous manbood, snd though at first
rather awkward In some of his movements, had a commanding sp
pearauce. In addition to this the man bad the power of convincing
those with whom he dealt, of his own sincerity. When he his
debut In polities, however, Holeowb could not have been charged with
being the most urbaue man in the Indewl, bis appearancs
atiractive, because It was unigue aud lnteresting. Yet there
evidence of a studied attempt at eccentriciey Slnvere by
well as by Intention, seemsd apparent

As & gubernatorial sominee in 184 Holcomb presented an unlque
figure. Massive In form. young and decidedly democrntic in mannpers
and dress, be left an Impression wherever he went. He was scracely 37
Years of age when he took the nomination of the populist and demo-
cratic purties apd went out lute the state to beat Tom Majors for gov-
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good joke on him, in whose humotr the judge
amusement now,

When he hurst into the arena of state polities, invested with the
honor of the gubernatorial nomingtion, he showed that while impressed
to some extent with the gravity of the situation, he had oot fully com-
prehended the scope of the dignity to which he had just been elevated.

He had equipped himself with a long Prioce Albert binck coat,
such as statesmen wear, thus indicating a lack of utter Indifference to
existing conditions. Ilis friends were both gratified and dismayed.
The thought of the Prince Alhert was good; it was generally com-
mended. But the eont Itself was not adequate; that is, it did not fll
the bill. It was long, but not long enough. It needed at least n foot
more length to bring It up to present vintage, Metealfe, Benton
Miuret and some of the other “cityted” follows conceived the necessity
for prowpt and radieal measures. They held a council of war. Each
one wanted the other to go to the judge and suggest the wisdom of
gelting unother coat, one that would go nearer to his knees and whose
gleeves wouldn't hook on hig elbows when he went to make n gesture,
They cast lots and the lot fell to Maret, who, by the way, was Mr,
Holeomb's private secretary when he was governor. Maret didn't rel-
ish the task, but performed it nicely with hils native suavity, and the
Judge cawe out with a garment that gave general satisfaction.

Memories of a Hot Campaign.

It probably would be a far-fetched clalm to say that that second
oAt cut 4 vital part in the cawpuign, but whether it did or did not, the
main who wore it cawe out with dying colors—elected by 8,300 majority
over his republican oppouent, while every other republican wominee
went into office with fut moajorities. In his second race for goveruor,
against John McColl, be was elected by 235,000 majority.

The campaign of 1884 was the great political upheaval for Ne-
braska and the country at large, It was characterized by the wost
intense bitterness. lIodeed, it was a veritable whirlwind of exclte-
ment. Both big parties were split wide open. Tle republicans hud a
candidate whom only a part of the organization could endourse and the
demwocrats ware divided on uationsl issues, The conventlon which
pominsted Tom Majors bad terminated in a disorderly demonstration
due to the outraged feelings of the anutd-Majors wen, and this contlict
lost woue of Its bltterness as the campalgn progressed. Clevelnnd
dewocrats, who bolted thelr stute convention, were accused by their
gllver brethren of beiug allles of Wall street, and republicans were
charged with pandering to capltal by high protective tariffs. On the
other hand, the combined fury of the republicans and gold democrats
was centéred on the popullsts, who were deuouuced as radiculs, unsafe
to place in charge of the government; advocntes of vagaries and de-
stroyers of state credit. BSo flercely was this hurricsne of vituperation
waged that sowe people actually seemed to belleve that Holeomb's
inaugural address would be a sulphuric document, palnted in all the
lurid colors of & distorted fancy, which concelved the duty of a chief
executive to be to sound the ulurm for su uprising aguinst the nationnl
government., But people who held such Irratlonsl views had a harsh
surprise. Governor Holcomb's Inaugural wns about as dispassionate
4 product as could bhave come from any mind or been written by
any pen, It began, or soon after {18 begiuning, took up the discussiou,
in the calmest siyle, of the prosale though then popular subject of
“the actual want of a great number of our people cuused by the drputh
of lust yeur.” He concluded with this declaration: “But every gov-
ernmwent is In duty bound to provide at publie expense the necessities
to sustain life to its own needy Inhabitants.” This be asserted in col-
nection with some recommendation for legislutive actlon. The gov-
ernor theu dealt with the vital guestions of lrrigation, rallroads and
elective franchise,

And here is where his old-time friends tell a
himself finds great

So far from fulfilliug any of the wild expectations of insane radi-

calisi Governor Holcomb ereated even

more consteruation by hbis
modersie policy I relation of the state to the rallroads, us enunclated
o these words

“It s un erroneously concelved idea, and quite prevalent, that the
luterests of the railway and the people of the state are inimicsl. In
fact, the success of each Hes principally in the prosperity of the other.

“I nm of the opinion that If & constitutional ameudment creating
8 hoard of rallroad commissioners, with ample power In the premises,
could be subwitted to the people, It would receive their approval by

au overwhelming majority, and I belleve this vezed guestion could be
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Bbarer settled satisfactorily fn that thun in any other manner.”
And then, as if not satlsfied In pouring hot coals upc= the heads

- m enpmies, whicheyer the case may have been,
o {s thunde

It of conservatismn at them In concluding his
messnge:

“Although possessing varlous political beliefs, we, as legislators
and executive, should have but one great W ject In view—to discharge
the duntiex incumbent upon ux in o gool, businesslike munner for the
common gool, Each of you as a legislntor has been elected as an
advoente of the principles of some political party, but today you repre-
sent all the people of your district, In my capacity 1 shall earnestly
endeavor to he governor of all the people.”

It was the irony of fate that Governor Holeomb wns addressing
a republican legislature, elected with him in this stormy eampaign,
while his immediate predecessor, Governor Crounse, a republican,
Inducted into office by a populist legislature,

Two Sources of Satisfaction

Modeat of hig own attalnmwents, Judge Ioleomb indulges himself
Just enough to take great pride in one or two o his political adventures,
It is a matter of special pride with him that he was always able to
poll a big vote—bigger than his party—and draw from the republican
ranks, while securing the official endorsement of the democratie party.
He took conslderable good-natured pleasure In bis electon to the dis-
trict beneh over F. G. Hamer, but what he finds most satisfactien in is
his defeat of Judge Reess for the supreme court and thereby his
succession of Judge T. 0. C. Harrison, the man who had beat him
in 1883 for the same position.

With both of these men Judge Holcomb alwayvs was on the most
friendly terms and his pride involves none of the spirit of revenge
or vindicatlon, but simply that wholesome feeling of exultation bo.n
of peaceable trivmph. In 1883 Holcomb was the nominee of the
populist party for supreme judge. The democrats had two nominees
in the field, one for the gold and one for the sllver wing, and the
republicans had Harrison. Harrison therefore was on the bench
when Holecomb defeated Heese in 1890 nnd was displaced by the popu-
list he had previously defeated.

“Judge Reese was regarded by all odds as the strongest man his
party could pame,” sald Judge Holcomb In a recent discussion of
the incident, “‘and of course 1 was proud of my election.'s

Story of a Farmer Boy

The 1ife of Bllas A Holcomb is pot radically differsant from the
life of many other men of his time who have tauken prominent place
in the affalrs of the west. He was by birlh and environment a com-
moner, He came from a country where commoners were in the as-
cendency, a state which has contributed its quota to the galuxy of
the strong men of the natlon. He was born o Indiapa, in Gibson
couuty, and on a farm, August 20, 1858, On the farm be was reared
end ju bis boyhood bectme inured to the elements of g rugged life, The
story of his childbood and early munhood days reads llke that of some
of the ploneers of the pation. IHe worked on the farm in the summer
and attended school in the winter, He fiun'gyy arose to the distiuction
of a student at a normal schivol. Able to ﬂgml:liu his equilibrium at
such a lofty height of education he launched out as & school teacher
and followed this vocation for four years. Duripg this time he pre-
pared himself for college.

In 1878, when Judge Holcomb was just 20,
leaving him with the support of the family
grave responsibilities, thrust upon him so abruptly, he assumed with
sober determination. He looked aronnd to cast his lot o a place
most promising to a young man of his clreumstances and the lot fell
unon Nebraska To Nebraska then he came with his widowed
mother and younger brothers and sisters In 1879, settling in Hamil-
ton county. Ie worked on a farm there for & year and then en-
tered the law office of Thummel & Platt at Grang' Island. He fairly
dug into the dry bones of. Blackstone, and afier two vears had suec-

Was

his father died,
on his hands, These

ceeded In bringlng to the surface u rich fund of legnl  Jore
Iun 1881 he wns ndmitted to the bar and the next vear the
most pretentious event of his lefe  trapspired. OF  sufficleat mo

ment was it to arouse the greatest interoest ig_that community where
the chords of sympathy between the slmple folk were tightly drawn
and thus sensitive to the slightest touch. “8I" Holeomb, the young
lawyer, led to the altar Miss Martha Alice Brinson of oounty
His wife and children always have beeu the fondest objects of Mr.
Holcomb's affections. He 15 distinetly 4 home man

A year after his marriage young Holcomb moved to Brokea
Bow, where he began the practice of law and resided continuously
uptil elected governor for the first ting in 1894,
Whea Silas A, Hdlcomb frst camed into the arena of pubdlic lite
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Been Signally Honored by His Fellow Citizens in Many Ways and Who Has Filled High Offices in the State

physical manhood Stremeth and

fibre of his massive form He was

he was a splendid speciman of
endurance were denoted o o very

young-—in the prime of Jif unid looked it But time has wrought
fenrful changes. Today ag Judie Holecomb reiraces his stops from
public service buck to private Hie 1t the foot of another myan, foo
the tread unst ey Eyven now Judze Holeomb is Just 47 past, vet
afffiction In the form of rhenmuatisin has fallen heavily npon him,
Through the long vears of his official caresr, however, Judao Hol-
comb did not allow hig afiliction to ind betweenn him and his
office He was a faithial attondant apen business With him busi-
ness was paramount to every other consideration Nuturally on
dowed with Indefutignble ztrensth he refused, even for impaired
health, to sield or surrende:

When a reporter for The Bee azked the judge a fow weeks
prior to hiz retirement about his plans for the future he was uncer-

taln as to them except Insofory as his Intention to try to regain his
health

“1 shall first devote mvy time te recupernting my health,” sald
the chiel 1stice ‘1 foel that Is mv fivst duty

Will vou leave the state?” was asked

what that will Involyve, hut
and [ think it
freedom from

Of course It

1 don't know I hops it will not ne
will mot. 1 must have
gedentary habits and

I find after due

cessliate my leaving the stnte,
nlenty of
mntte

out-of-door exercise,
rs tnxing on the nervons system
and upon advice that my dem

I suppose 1 shall take it I want to regain my strength, ™

experiment condition ands o chango

of climate

Personal Opinion of Populism

Chiet Justice Holeomb
o & reportey The B In his
the origin and
prineciples on whis
maotion the
had brovght rellef to the

granted
aflice at the
the party he
founded, de-

Suortly before his retirement
2 lengthy Interview
house In discussing
reafirmed his faith in the
elared they had set in reform now
sweeping over thes country, common paeple
{n many ways, were now embraced by the best element of both big
parties and would live and work good He sald the
party, as an effectunl organlzation, was dead, but Its voring strength
was alive; that both big parties had embraced go much of jts in-
herent doctrine that populists, who eared mors for principle than
party success, had found the fruition of their hopes reallzed and ther
ratirned to one or other of the oll organizations. e expressed the
bellef the democratic pariy was able to withstand defeats of thoe past
and Hve, He expressed the hope Bryan would agaln be the nominee
of the fuslon forces for presldent, and said that while Mr. Bryan
was indifferent to the honor le believed if his party calied bim  he
would answer.

“The epirit of fndependence in voling so pronounced at
lust general election in the east, and the erystulllzation of pubil
sentiment fuvorable to municipal ownership sprung from and are
the outgrowth of the teachings of the independent party beégun sev-
eral years ago In the west and south,” Judge Helcemb., “In
the latter part of the '808 when the party began to assume form and
shape as an organized political party the voters of Nebraska wero
no strangers to an anti-monopoly campaign with its adfuncts of de-
clared hestility to machine pollitles and bossism. Thera had been
for several years prior to 1889 a mutinons element in the dominant
party which, as opportunity presented itself, displaved open opposi-
tion te the politiciansg and the candidates for publiec offica which it
was belleved had been selected by and to serve selflsh interests
rather tham the interest of the people at large. The Farmers' Al
lHance and the labor unions had, during the several years of their
discussions of the good of the order, reached the deliberate conclu-
slon that politics and the manner in which the affairs of goveru-
ment, both state and national, were administered, was in po small
degree the cause of many of the evils of which they were complain-
ing and regarding which they were convinced they had good cause
ro complain. It was felt that the few—and they the great corpera-
tions, the strong and powerful-—hnd altogether too much infilnence
in shaping legislation and in the administration of affairs through
public office, and that the Interests of the mass of the people woere
lost sight of; that public office was looked upon as a private sopap
rather than a publie trust, and selfish rather than publie Interests
were Bubserved. The fundamental conception of the oreed of the
independent voter was ‘equal rights to all and special privileges to
nena

for
state earoer ol
h it was
nine

wave ol gm

continue to

tho

asserted

Genesis of Organization in Nebraska.

"“The now more papular and vivid characterization of a ‘square
deal,” ‘fair play,’ etc., is giving expression to the same iden In more
striking language, Before there was any attempt at organizing a
national party the independent voters in many countiss in Nebraska
formed local organizations in opposition te both old partles and es-
pecially the dominant republican party, put candidates for county
offices In the field and forthwith began the liveliost kind of a po-
tical fight, and in mauy instances eaptured ths ceumty ocourt
houses completely or partlally. The flrst campalgn of this kind of
any considerable extent and proportion was just preceding the gen-
eral election of 1589, The result was eminently satisfactory to
those who had been preaching Independent political action. The
strength of the movement lay in the membership of the Farmers'
Alllance organization and In lnher organizations in the towns and
citles, especlally the soclety of the Kulghts of Labor.

“In 1880 a state organization was perfected and full state, con-
gressional and county tickets were placed In the fleld. A whirlwind
campalgn followed that resulted in a veritable rattling of dry bonea
among the old party leaders and pollticlans. The parades em rally
dauys, miles in lengih, winding thelr way through the siresis of the
county seals were eye-openers (o these whe had beeu doing the po-
lHtical thioking snd manipulating the caucuses o former days. It
at ouce became obvious that a portion at least of the electorate had
concluded to do its own political thinking and acting, They were
meu of earnest conviction and lmbued with lofty pelitical {deals.
They wanted a new political deal and also a ‘square deal.' They
had been studying political history and the sclence of government
sround the firesides mnd were as well or better Informed than the
average politlcal stump orator,

“When the votes were counted It was found tbat the peaple’s
party candidate for ggvernor, according to the returas, lacked but a
few votes of an election. It was the nboormally large vete cast in
Douglas county and the unusual majority there received by Gov-
ernor Boyd that lost the office of chlef executive to Jobn H, Powers,
the people’s independent cundldate. The republicans lost all repro-
seéntution in the lower brinch of congress, lost the state legislature,
many county attorneys and other county officers in different counties
throughout the state., In 1581 the distriet judees wersa divided
about equally between republicans on the one band and democrata
and popullsts on the other, the two lutter parties in maugy counties
working {o_pollitical harmony The county court Louses gontinued
to fall into the bands of the new barty

Some Well.-Remembered Leaders.

“1 hesitate to undertake of Lthosy

the naming most promiaent
and actve in the orgnnlzation of the people’s ladependent party.
The pames first comvg to my mind John . Powers, C., H.
Van Wyck, Jay Burrows, Allen Koot, W. H, Dech, 0. M. Kem, C. D

Schruder, W, A, McKeighan, J. V, Wolfe, J. . Bdmisten, Benator

Allen aud & host of others

Ihe party kept stendily growing In strength and power until
1890, when fo. the first tme the state offl ind the leglslature
pussed lo lts vontrel with the id of the Bryan wing of the demo-
cratic party This pericd may probahly be rdidd as the time
when the party attalned the zenith of | ¢th and power, It

1=y, thant e Oealn
Alllanee
&8 formal proclamuation to the
ganization was about to play an fmportant part ln nationsl polities.
In December, 1881, the Cincinnatl platform wus adopted as the
sult of the combined efforts of the reurcseniatives of the alllance
and different bodies of labor organizations. This was the birth of

wis not vutll Decemlser,
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