
University of Nebraska at Omaha University of Nebraska at Omaha 

DigitalCommons@UNO DigitalCommons@UNO 

Student Work 

6-1-2002 

The prairie grass dividing: The history of the Saunders County The prairie grass dividing: The history of the Saunders County 

Farmers' Alliance, 1889-1897 Farmers' Alliance, 1889-1897 

John A. Sautter 
University of Nebraska at Omaha 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/studentwork 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Sautter, John A., "The prairie grass dividing: The history of the Saunders County Farmers' Alliance, 
1889-1897" (2002). Student Work. 889. 
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/studentwork/889 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by 
DigitalCommons@UNO. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in Student Work by an authorized administrator 
of DigitalCommons@UNO. For more information, please 
contact unodigitalcommons@unomaha.edu. 

http://www.unomaha.edu/
http://www.unomaha.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/studentwork
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/studentwork?utm_source=digitalcommons.unomaha.edu%2Fstudentwork%2F889&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/studentwork/889?utm_source=digitalcommons.unomaha.edu%2Fstudentwork%2F889&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:unodigitalcommons@unomaha.edu
http://library.unomaha.edu/
http://library.unomaha.edu/


"THE PRAIRIE GRASS DIVIDING" 

THE HISTORY OF THE 

SAUNDERS COUNTY FARMERS' ALLIANCE

1889-1897

A Thesis 

Presented to the 

Department of History 

and the

Faculty of the Graduate College 

University of Nebraska

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degre 

Master of Arts 

University of Nebraska at Omaha

by

John A. Sautter 

June 2 002



UMI Number: EP73329

Ail rights reserved

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS 
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,

a note will indicate the deletion.

UMI
Dissertation Publishing

UMI EP73329

Published by ProQuest LLC (2015). Copyright in the Dissertation held by the Author.

Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.
All rights reserved. This work is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code

ProQuest LLC.
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346



THESIS ACCEPTANCE

Acceptance for the faculty of the Graduate College, 

University of Nebraska, in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for the degree Master of Arts, 

University of Nebraska at Omaha

Committee

Name Department

Chairperson

Date /?,



ABSTRACT

The Farmers1 Alliance was one of the most important 

agricultural organizations in late nineteenth century 

America. This thesis traces the history of the Alliance 

movement in Saunders County, Nebraska, where it was one of 

the strongest in the state between 1889 and 1892. In 

addition, it examines the emergence of third party Populist 

politics, as they relate to this farm organization.

Saunders County, located in eastern Nebraska, 

developed a strong Alliance movement culture, that included 

cooperative ventures, an educational program and social 

activities. Several producer and consumer cooperative 

ventures were started by members after they joined the 

organization. In some cases, these cooperatives lasted 

well into the contemporary era. The Alliance encouraged 

women’s participation in a way that was unlike other 

agricultural organizations before it. Alliance-sponsored 

Oyster dinners, picnics, and parades enhanced social 

interaction among farmers who lived in sparsely populated 

areas of the county. Political education, which was 

promoted through the dispersal of reform literature, 

debates, and discussion, proved central to politicizing 

Alliance members. The County Alliance also collaborated



with the Knights of Labor in Wahoo to pursue common 

political and social objectives.

The organization’s movement culture created an 

Alliance experience, which altered the political 

consciousness of its members. As a result, Saunders County 

became a leading center of Populist activity in Nebraska 

throughout the 1890s. Coinciding with this development, 

however, was the decline of the Alliance itself, as many of 

its members left the organization for the new political 

movement.



This thesis is dedicated to the 
memory of my grandfather, John 
Henry Sautter. . . . Soldier, high
school FFA teacher, soil 
conservationist, community builder, 
husband, father and grandfather.
He chased the American dream, but 
seemed to have found something 
better in the Sandhills of 
Nebraska. I would have liked to 
have shared this piece of Nebraska 
history with him.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Over the last year, I have stood on many shoulders in 

order to complete this thesis. I would like to thank all 

those who carried me through this project by offering their 

love, insight and guidance.

Most especially I thank my advisor, Dr. Michael Tate. 

In the summer of 2 001 I came to him and asked if he would 

support me in attempting to complete my MA in one year. A 

bit reluctantly, he agreed that it could be done, but that 

it was not advisable. This, of course, was before the 

terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. If Dr. Tate would 

not have considered my proposal to complete this degree in 

this fashion, there is a good chance that I would have been 

in, or near, the World Trade Center Complex during the 

attacks. Dr. Tate’s speed and accuracy in revising 

chapters were invaluable. His encouragement was what kept 

me going whenever I doubted myself. Thank you so much, in 

so many ways, Mike.

This thesis would have been impossible without the 

expertise and keen eye of Dr. William Pratt. If there is 

any merit to this project, it is a direct result of Dr. 

Pratt, who took time out of his year off to give me 

guidance on this project and to serve on my committee. His



vast knowledge on agrarian radicalism in the 1890's was 

what really made this thesis work. Thanks for pushing me 

and always demanding more. I would also like to thank Dr. 

Charles Gildersleeve of the UNO Geography Department, who 

has so graciously agreed to serve on my committee. My 

great thanks go to him for having digested this material in 

such a short amount of time, and for adding his own insight 

into my research.

Erin Hauser at the Saunders County Historical Society 

in Wahoo, Nebraska, was tremendously helpful to me. Thanks 

to Raymond Screws of the Nebraska Humanities Council for 

his assistance and direction in the beginning of this 

project. Also, the staff at the Wahoo Courthouse were 

particularly helpful in -gathering small bits of information 

hidden in dirty and dark places. Similarly, the folks at 

the Nebraska State Historical Society were a great help 

over the last year. Matt Piersal and Terri Raburn not only 

assisted me greatly in my research, but also offered their 

friendship as well. Thanks to both of you.

I would like to thank my future employer, Salomon 

Smith Barney Investment Banking of New York. After I was 

hired by the firm, they graciously offered to fund my MA in 

a very generous fashion. My undergraduate mentor Dr. 

William Caspary deserves great thanks. It was his



inspiration and encouragement that prompted me to decide to 

complete this degree. I would also like to give a big 

thank you to Dr. Ward Regan, who initially sparked my 

interest in late nineteenth century agrarian radicalism 

during an undergraduate course at New York University.

My warmest and deepest appreciation goes to my loving 

friends and family. Thanks Ray, Mario, Rupac, Jack, Beth, 

Becky, Justin and Ramsey, for encouragement and interest 

during this project. A special thanks to Andy Barry for 

his insightful comments on the final version of this 

thesis. Thanks to my best buddy, my little brother Chris, 

who distracted me when I needed it and kept me from fishing 

when I needed to work. Thanks to my sister Maryann and her 

husband Michael for their great encouragement. To my dad, 

thanks Pappa Bear for believing in me, being interested in 

my research, and letting me live at home for this last 

year. Finally, and certainly not least, Mom, thanks ever 

so much for your loving encouragement and understanding. 

Your late night help with the graphs and maps, as well as 

picking up books from the library, was without question a 

big boost. Mom, I couldn’t have done it without you.



TABLE OF CONTENTS
List of Figures.................................... x

Introduction........................................1

1. Prairie Grass Dividing:
Formation of the Saunders County 
Farmers’ Alliance........................ 2 0

2. The Alliance Neighborhood:
Brothers and Sisters.....................45

3. From Plowshares to Swords:
Politicization of the Saunders
County Farmers* Alliance.................73

4. Breaking the Chains of Dependence: 
Cooperative Ventures in the
Saunders County Alliance................ 101

5. Reform and Action:
The Politics of the Saunders
County Farmers’ Alliance................ 124

6. From Hayseed to Populist:
The People’s Party and the
Decline of the Alliance................. 144

Conclusion..........................................168

Bibliography....................................... 184

-ix-



FIGURES

Figure 1
Sub-alliances Formed in Nebraska Counties
By 1889............................................. 11

Figure 2
Towns and Railroads of Saunders County,
Nebraska............................................ 21

Figure 3
Precincts of Saunders County, Nebraska............. 23

Figure 4
Sub-alliances Organized By August 1889............26

Figure 5
Sub-alliances of the Saunders County
Alliance in December 1889.......................... 32

Figure 6
Sub-alliances of the Saunders County
Alliance in February 1890.......................... 35

Figure 7
Sub-alliances With Women Officers in
Areas of Culture Group Settlement................ 57

Figure 8
Percentages of Women and Men in the
Total Membership of the Saunders County
Alliance............................................60

Figure 9
Sub-alliances of Saunders County in
July 1890.......................................... 79

Figure 10
Percentage of Total Vote Cast for Governor
in 1890 Nebraska State Election.................. 125

Figure 11
Independent Clubs of Saunders County in
September 1892..................................... 159

-x-



1

INTRODUCTION

THE FARMERS1 ALLIANCE:
A COOPERATIVE COMMONWEALTH 

AMONG A COMMUNITY OF FARMERS

Farmer boys of Saunders County,
With hearts unknown to Shylock's fear, 
Now the demons are approaching,
Let us wait, they’re coming here,
Long, too long, hath the oppressor 
Trampled o ’er our mortgaged land,
Till a farm is hardly free,
From their unholy hand,
What! My brother in affliction,
Though we perish in this strife,
Death is but a blest transition,
From the hardships of farm life!

William T. Crow,
Saunders County Alliance Member,
Center sub-alliance, #8 02, Colon, NE.1

The Farmers’ Alliance was an important organization in 

the United States in the late nineteenth century. It 

stressed cooperation and education among farmers as a means 

to further agricultural class interests. There were two 

separate Alliance movements. The more powerful and 

expansive organization existed in the South. Born in 

Lampasas County, Texas, in 1877, the Farmers’ Alliance and 

Industrial Union spread throughout the South, establishing 

state organizations under what came to be known as the



2
Southern Alliance.2

The National Farmers* Alliance, or Northern Alliance, 

was organized by the Chicago newspaper editor Milton 

George, in 1879. Through his weekly newspaper, Western 

Rural, George advertised and chartered Alliance chapters 

across the Midwest. Organizing its first group in Cook 

County, Illinois, the Northern Alliance spread to states 

such as Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, Nebraska and Kansas.3

In the post-Civil War era, two very different Americas 

existed, based upon the regional differences that had been 

exacerbated by the calamity of war. The two Alliance 

movements formed to represent these different regional 

currents, while simultaneously serving the call of 

reforming government, and promoting cooperative ventures 

for the agricultural class.4 Breaking of the lien share- 

cropping system and the organization of a secret fraternal 

society were important aims of the Southern Alliance.5 

While focusing less on the secrecy and fraternal aspects of 

the organization, the smaller Northern Alliance advocated a 

program encompassing railroad regulation, coinage of 

silver, and banking reform. At its height, the combined 

Alliance movement claimed more than three million members 

nationally.6

The Northern and Southern movements formed
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specifically as non-partisan groups, with their goals 

focusing on education in anti-monopoly politics and the 

establishment of cooperative ventures to advance farmers’ 

financial interests. Most state organizations developed 

centralized cooperative and bulk purchasing programs.

Though the movement was officially non-partisan, it could 

not avoid politics in its endeavor to promote the interests 

of farmers. In 1890, the Alliance on the Great Plains 

entered the political realm. This move created the 

foundation for the future People1s Party, which would be 

officially established in 1892.7

Historians have studied the Farmers* Alliance and 

People’s Party for the past century.8 There have been many 

general treatments of the Alliance, which have attempted to 

identify the reasons why the organization came to be such a 

large and important national movement. Historian John D. 

Hicks, in his The Populist Revolt: A History of the 

Farmers* Alliance and People’s Party, pinpoints the source 

of the Farmers* Alliance in the economic difficulties that 

farmers faced on the Great Plains and in the South. He 

contends that falling commodity prices, high railroad 

freight rates, and an unfair credit system led farmers to 

blame America’s institutions of transportation, commerce 

and government for their economic distress. In search of



relief, they joined organizations like the Farmers’

Alliance and the later People's Party. As Hicks concludes, 

the "various agrarian movements, particularly the Alliance 

and People's Party revolts, were but the inevitable 

attempts of a bewildered people to find relief from a state 

of economic distress."9

While Hicks demonstrates that severe financial strain 

was a driving force behind the growth of the Alliance, 

historian Lawrence Goodwyn, in Democratic Promise: The 

Populist Moment in America, argues that the movement's 

success stemmed from the cooperative message that its 

lecturers and recruiters promoted. He contends that 

economics was not the only major factor in its success, 

arguing that a cooperative experience educated and 

radicalized farmers. Through the Alliance's social 

program, which included activities for the entire farm 

family, the acceptance of women into the order, and an 

atmosphere of social reform, members developed a new 

understanding of their ability to affect change, and a new 

political consciousness. Once the cooperatives, organized 

by the Alliance, failed, members entered politics as a 

result of the new political culture created by the 

movement.10

Goodwyn stresses the cooperative experience as the
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essential element in the radicalization of members.

Because the Nebraska Alliance did not have a centralized 

state cooperative program, he argues that it did not 

develop a movement culture. The Nebraska organization, he 

states, was only a "shadow movement7' that appeared as a 

result of other states* success.11 Goodwyn, in many 

respects, was only half correct in his analysis. Though 

the Alliance did not develop a centralized state 

cooperative, it did establish an identifiable movement 

culture that centered not on a cooperative experience, but 

on an Alliance experience.12

The Nebraska Alliance was established under the 

Northern Alliance. Its first chapter was organized in 

18 8 0, near Filley, in Gage County.13 The state 

organization held its first convention in January 18 81, in 

Lincoln. Throughout the 18 80s, the organization remained 

small, but promoted issues such as tougher railroad 

regulation, inflationary currency policies, and banking 

reforms, with its stated purpose being "to wage war on 

capital. "14

The state organization did not attract a large 

following prior to 1889. At its convention in January of 

that year, only fourteen counties were represented, with 

less than one hundred delegates attending the gathering.15
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However, this meeting marked a turning point for the 

organization. The state leadership was aware of the 

growing economic difficulties that farmers were facing and 

it wanted to focus that discontent into strengthening the 

Farmers1 Alliance movement. In order to promote the 

organization, a new full-time office was opened in the 

state capital by Nebraska Alliance President John H. Powers 

to coordinate recruiting efforts throughout the state. A 

new Farmers' Alliance-sponsored newspaper, called the 

Alliance, was also established in Lincoln by Jay Burrows. 

Burrows, a former president of the Northern Alliance, 

exerted considerable influence as a leader in the state 

organization through his speeches and editorials directed 

against Republicans and Democrats.16

The Nebraska Alliance Declaration of Principles 

pledged to "labor for the education of the agricultural 

classes in the science of economical government in a 

strictly non-partisan spirit."17 To this end, the Alliance 

sponsored educational programs and established a State 

Business Agency to facilitate bulk purchasing by members in 

order to save money. The Nebraska movement had its own 

code of secrecy and fraternal rituals, and it claimed the 

motto, "In things essential, unity; in all things, 

charity. "18
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Although the Alliance was non-partisan, by 1890 it 

could not avoid politics. The opposition of the state 

Republican leadership to farmers1 demands in 1889 and early 

18 90 brought droves of farmers to local Alliance meetings 

to discuss new strategies for dealing with economic 

problems. The 1889 harvest exceeded farmers’ expectations 

by producing the largest crop yields in the state's 

history. However, throughout the previous decade, as 

yields had increased, crop prices had decreased.19 By the 

fall of 18 8 9, crop prices had dropped to their lowest 

levels ever. For many farmers it was cheaper to heat their 

homes with corn than to sell the commodity. It cost 

Nebraska farmers a bushel of wheat to transport another 

bushel to market.20 By the winter of 18 89, farmers were 

contemplating how to deal with seventeen-cent corn, 

fifteen-cent oats and fifty-cent wheat.21

The Republican-dominated state government was 

reluctant to make any substantial changes in railroad 

rates, or to assist farmers, who were constantly under­

represented in the state legislature prior to 1890.22 Not 

surprisingly, the vast majority of state government 

officials were small town lawyers, bankers and merchants, 

who often controlled county or town politics in their own 

localities. These men had so thoroughly dominated state
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and local politics through the Republican Party during the 

1880s that they saw no need to re-orient state government 

policies to meet the needs of farmers during late 18 89 and 

early 1890.23 On the other hand, the Democratic Party was 

in a weak minority position. Republican voters outnumbered 

Democrats two-to-one in Nebraska by 18 89. Thus, the 

Democratic Party offered no real hope to farmers, who 

during the winter of 1889-90 increasingly began demanding 

political action to avert further economic hardship.24

With few alternatives, thousands of farmers turned to 

the Alliance for answers. In January 1890, the Nebraska 

Alliance had 25,000 members. By the summer of 1890, it had 

more than doubled its membership, to 60 , 0 0 0 . 25 At this 

time the state organization sponsored the formation of a 

new third party. The Independent Party was primarily an 

Alliance effort, but it also included other groups such as 

the Knights of Labor, the Grange and Prohibitionists.

Though they failed to elect their gubernatorial candidate, 

farmers voted in a majority of the new state legislature. 

The new party would eventually merge with Alliance-backed 

third parties in other states to form the People * s Party in 

1892 .26

The Farmers? Alliance found its greatest recruiting 

successes in the drought-stricken central and western parts



9
of Nebraska, areas which experienced rainfall far below 

normal, and hot searing winds during the spring and summer 

of 1890. Being farther west also meant higher 

transportation costs for farm produce. Eastern Nebraska 

farmers paid less to ship their grain due to shorter 

distances on lines that generally carried more traffic.27 

Furthermore, wheat was the most important crop for central 

Nebraska farmers. In 1889, wheat was a financially 

unstable crop, due to wide market fluctuations and high 

freight costs.28 In contrast, most eastern Nebraska 

faimers raised corn and hogs, with their attitude being 

that "if the price of corn is high, you sell it; if the 

price of corn is low, you feed it to the hogs and sell 

them. "29

All of the leading county Alliance organizations in 

Nebraska (as measured by membership and number of sub­

alliances) were located in central Nebraska, except for 

one.30 Saunders County, which is located thirteen miles 

north of Lincoln and twenty-five miles west of Omaha, was a 

leader in the Farmersf Alliance movement. Though it did 

not suffer the severity of economic hardship experienced by 

central and western Nebraska counties, Saunders County 

developed one of the largest, most active, and politically 

successful Alliance organizations in the state, and
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represented, by far, the most important county Alliance in 

eastern Nebraska.31

In 1890, Saunders County had a population of 21,577 

people.32 The major immigrant groups that settled in the 

county consisted of Bohemians, Swedes and Germans. At this 

time, more than half of the male population over twenty-one 

years of age in the county were born in another country, 

with 2,682 native born and 2,966 foreign born.33 Saunders 

county was situated in the heart of Nebraska’s corn-hog 

economy.34 This agricultural operation differed 

significantly from other areas that established strong 

Alliance activity.

Historian Stanley Parsons demonstrates there was a 

correlation between high levels of Alliance activity and 

areas where wheat was the dominant cash crop.35 The county 

also had one of the lowest debt-to-property-value ratios in 

the state. This calculation reflects an area’s economic 

hardship by comparing property value to interest rates. 

Historian Jeffrey Ostler explains that mortgage loans for a 

relatively low percentage of the property value, even with 

a higher rate of interest, may not have been as burdensome 

as loans for a relatively high percentage of the property 

value, with a lower rate of interest. Saunders’s debt-to- 

property-value in 1890 was under 8.5 percent, making it one
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Sub-alliances In Nebraska Counties 
Formed By 1889

Each do! represents 
one sub-alliance 
organized by 1889.

• >

Line A - A is the northern and western boundary of the area 
in which more than 18 people had settled to the square mile. 
Line B - B is a similar boundary for the area that contained 
6 * 18 persons per square mile. The rest of the state contained 
2 -6  persons per square mile.

Figure 1 Sub-alliances in Nebraska Counties Formed by 1889.

From: John D. Barnhart, "History of the Farmers* Alliance 
and People*s Party in Nebraska," (Unpublished ph.D. 
dissertation, Harvard University, 1930), 200.

Saunders County contained fourteen sub-alliances and was 
the largest County Alliance in the east.
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of the lowest in Nebraska.36

The Saunders County Alliance was organized in June of 

1889. Fanners initially attended Alliance meetings 

in the hopes of acquiring financial benefits through the 

Alliance’s State Business Agency, and to hear ideas on 

cooperative ventures. The organization also offered 

Saunders County residents a social reform movement that 

included an educational program and an opportunity for 

women to participate. By December 1889, the Saunders 

County Alliance was the largest group in eastern Nebraska, 

and one of the leading organizations in the state.37

In the early summer of 1890, with membership rolls 

burgeoning, the county organization followed the lead of 

the Nebraska Alliance and sponsored the formation a new 

third party in Saunders County. It was hoped that the new 

Independent Party would carry out the economic and social 

reforms that the Republican-dominated state government was 

unwilling to undertake.38 In the new political movement, 

Saunders County Alliance members associated with people 

from other organizations such as the Knights of Labor and 

the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. Paralleling the 

Alliance’s entrance into politics were the efforts of 

Saunders County members who began a variety of cooperative 

businesses to protect their financial interests.
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At its height, the County Alliance numbered over 

1, 500 .39 From December 1889 to May 1892, members created a 

strong movement culture based on an Alliance experience, 

which combined education, radical political ideology, 

cooperative ventures, and social gatherings. This 

experience, when shared by Alliance members, altered their 

political consciousness.

Ultimately, the politicization of the movement 

undercut the organization's distinct social and fraternal 

nature. Success in politics became the end goal of 

Alliance members * activity, instead of serving as a means 

of promoting the organization. As the Farmers* Alliance 

went into decline during the spring of 1892, independent 

political clubs formed with the expressed purpose of 

supporting the People’s Party, which was established that 

year. These groups carried on the educational program of 

the Alliance movement by debating and discussing political 

issues. Cooperatives, begun by Alliance members during

1890-91, were not distinctly part of the organization’s 

structure. Once these ventures were formed, individuals 

did not need to retain their membership in the Alliance in 

order to use the cooperative. Alternative institutions, 

such as cooperatives, educational efforts and the new 

political party, which constituted the base of the
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organization's movement culture, moved beyond the sphere of 

Alliance activity. In these respects, the Farmers'

Alliance was made obsolete by the very political, economic 

and educational programs it sought to promote.

The Saunders County organization would last until 

1897.40 However, by 1892, when the People's Party was 

officially formed, the movement was already in a steep 

decline. As a result of the strong Alliance movement 

culture in the county, Saunders became the only People's 

Party stronghold during the Populist era in eastern 

Nebraska. A plurality of its voters consistently voted for 

the People's Party's gubernatorial candidate, and elected a 

Populist county government through 1900. In fact, many 

former County Alliance members took prominent roles in the 

new party's state organization.41

Saunders County's location in relatively economic 

prosperous eastern Nebraska, emphasizes the important role 

that its Alliance movement culture played in order for the 

county to become a Populist stronghold. In view of much of 

the scholarship on Nebraska Populism, Saunders should not 

have been a leading county in the movement. All other 

Populist centers were in central and western Nebraska. By 

tracing the Alliance experience, it will demonstrate the 

importance of the Farmers' Alliance in the county's



15
political character in the 1890s. This is not to say that 

the Saunders County Alliance was not important in its own 

right. Farmers turned to the organization during difficult 

economic times, finding solace in an array of social 

activities and cooperative ventures. Before the Alliance 

turned to politics in the summer of 1890, its movement 

culture was already established. Recruiters and county 

leaders worked throughout 1889 and early 1890, developing 

the organization and spreading its message of the 

cooperative commonwealth.42
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CONCLUSION

AGRARIAN REBELLION:
THE ALLIANCE MOVEMENT CULTURE

Now brethren, let us send men to our county, 
state, and national offices, men who will uphold 
our principles, who will make laws to protect 
every man alike. Some old party stragglers and 
puppets who are nothing less than political 
sapheads, call us fools and fanatics, but you 
know history tells us that fanatics and fools 
make the wise swallow more than they have ever 
wished for. We have erected an Independent bath 
room [sic] and we will wash all old party 
stragglers, making them clean and white in the 
blood of this- Our Political Rebellion.1

A Young Saunders County Independent 
New Era editorial, June 1891.

The Saunders County Farmers' Alliance was important, 

both in its own right, and in its role in the Populist 

political movement. It developed a strong and distinct 

movement culture that was based on various Alliance social 

and economic activities. Political success for the 

movement stemmed from an Alliance experience, which farmers 

encountered during their active membership in the 

organiz ation.

Above all else, the Alliance experience was social.

The organization sponsored picnics, oyster dinners and an 

annual Fourth of July parade for farm families. Sub­

alliance meetings combined music, literary programs and
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debates that enhanced social interaction among farmers who 

lived in sparsely populated areas. The Alliance also 

opened its meetings to women's participation. Women could 

hold office and discuss issues on the same standing as men, 

unlike agrarian organizations that preceded the order. 

Furthermore, by using interpreters and establishing sub­

alliances in all areas with strong ethnic identities, the 

organization created a culturally and religiously diverse 

movement that promoted the interests of farmers above all 

else.
In this regard, the movement fostered a producerism 

ideology that pitted farmers and laborers against corporate 

and industrial interests. Through its educational 

programs, the Alliance altered the way that members viewed 

their relationship to each other and to the political 

process. Lectures, debates, discussions and the 

distribution of reform-minded books introduced members to 

the idea that farmers and laborers should unite to pursue 

their political and financial interests over other matters. 

Saunders County members took action against problems 

affecting farmers by sending food, seed corn and money to 

suffering farmers in western Nebraska. The Ithaca sub­

alliance published a resolution calling for government help 

for drought victims in 1891. The Richland group adopted a
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resolution in support of a saddle and harness maker's labor 

union that was on strike in Omaha.

Saunders County farmers worked within ventures outside 

of the Alliance that promoted the interests of the 

movement. The New Era and the Bohemian Pritel Lidu were 

newspapers that were supportive of county and sub-alliance 

activities.2 Members reported meetings, discussed issues, 

and developed a sense of community via these enterprises. 

Through the local Saunders County Farmers' Mutual Insurance 

Company, established by Alliance recruiter J.M. Swiggert, 

farmers protected each other's property. The association 

saved them money and kept financial resources in the 

county. These establishments indirectly enhanced the 

Alliance experience in Saunders County by complementing the 

educational and social activities of the Alliance itself.

It was in Alliance meetings that farmers in Saunders 

County planned and established cooperatives. All 

cooperative ventures which were begun during this time were 

organized after a sub-alliance had been established in the 

area. Consumer cooperatives, such as the Farmers' Meat 

Market of Ceresco, the People's Cooperative Meat Market of 

Ithaca, and the Alliance Livery and Feed Barn in Wahoo, 

were efforts by sub-alliances to construct alternative 

institutions outside of privately-owned enterprises.



171
Members associated in producer cooperatives by establishing 

elevators in Colon, Prague, and Weston, as well as a 

cooperative creamery in Wahoo, in order to protect their 

financial interests. Once established, cooperatives became 

another facet of the Alliance experience.

The vitality of the Populist political culture during 

and after 1892 was a direct result of an intense Alliance 

experience from 1889-1892. A high degree of separation of 

the Alliance-Independent movement from the traditional 

political and economic institutions, such as the two 

traditional parties and private businesses, strengthened 

the Saunders County movement culture. It transformed the 

county into a Populist stronghold even though the economic 

conditions of eastern Nebraska were unlike those of other 

Populist centers.3

Saunders County was a bastion of support for the 

People's Party in eastern Nebraska throughout the Populist 

era.4 In the 1892 election, the county polled 1,791 votes 

for the Populist gubernatorial candidate Charles C. Van 

Wyck. The victorious Republican candidate Lorenzo Crounse 

garnered 1,252 votes, and Democratic candidate J. Sterling 

Morton drew 830 votes.5 People's Party candidates 

continued to dominate the county elections of 1893 by 

electing the entire Populist ticket, except for county
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sheriff.6 In 1894, the Nebraska Democratic and People's 

Parties nominated a fusion state ticket, with the Populist 

Silas Holcomb as candidate for governor. Under fusion, 

Saunders gave 2,592 votes to Holcomb, while the successful 

Republican candidate, Thomas Majors, captured 1,703 votes.7

In 1894 there was a split occurred in the Saunders 

County People's Party, with those against fusion running a 

second Populist ticket for county offices. Still, returns 

for the 1894 election show that Saunders narrowly elected 

Fusion candidates in all county races.8 Though fusion with 

Democrats helped the Nebraska People's Party elect Holcomb 

as governor in 1896, many members of the Saunders County 

People's Party rejected fusion as a political strategy. 

Those against it felt that combining with Democrats was 

selling out the cause and a rejection of Populist 

principles. Former Alliance leader James Gaffin was a 

major opponent of fusion with Democrats on the county and 

state level.9

During the 1896 gubernatorial election, Saunders 

County polled 2,769 votes for Holcomb, while the Republican 

candidate John MacColl drew 1, 850.10 Saunders County would 

remain a People's Party stronghold through the turn of the 

century by consistently electing Populist candidates to 

county offices. The county also continued to poll more
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votes for Populist or Fusionist candidates than for 

Republicans on the state level through 1900.11

Seward County, Nebraska, which is located to the 

southwest of Saunders County, was very similar to Saunders 

in a number of respects. It was a Republican county prior 

to 1890, had a strongly developed corn-hog economy, and 

just under half of the males over 21 were foreign born, 

yet, it did not develop into a strong Populist county.12 

Historian David Trask conducted a study of the Seward 

County People's Party during 1890-1892, in his article, 

"Formation and Failure: The Populist Party in Seward 

County." Using census data and biographical information, 

Trask mainly employs statistical analysis to consider why 

the new party did not take hold.13

Seward County did not have a strong Alliance movement. 

It only formed a county-wide organization in early 1890 and 

at its height contained less than twenty sub-alliances.14 

There was only one cooperative store begun by Alliance 

members. Furthermore, once the Independent Party formed in 

May 1890, its first act was to offer fusion with the Seward 

County Democratic Party, which the Democrats rejected.15 

The high degree of separation from the old economic and 

political institutions did not occur here as it had in 

Saunders County because there was not a strong Alliance
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movement culture.

Trask concluded that the prohibition issue was one 

major factor in the Populists1 defeat in Seward County. It 

kept the county's native Germans, who composed over 22 

percent of the population, loyal to the Democratic Party in 

seven out of nine precincts that were heavily populated by 

Germans.16 In Saunders County, out of thirteen precincts 

heavily populated by Bohemians or Germans (both groups had 

a strong inclination against prohibition) in 1890, eight 

voted Independent, with the five remaining voting Democrat. 

Cedar and Union Precincts, areas with several sub-alliances 

each, voted Democrat by only twelve and eight votes over 

the Independent Party, respectively. The remaining three 

precincts that voted heavily Democratic were all located in 

the northwest area of the county, and contained only three 

sub-alliances. One of the three, Bohemia Precinct, located 

in the extreme northwest corner, was the only precinct 

prior to the election that did not have any Alliance 

activity or sub-alliance. There, the Independent Party 

only polled two votes.17

Prohibition was an important issue in 1890 since it 

appeared before Nebraska voters on the election ballot.

The Democratic gubernatorial candidate James Boyd, an Irish 

Catholic immigrant, made an anti-prohibition stand his main
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campaign issue.18 The Independent Party kept prohibition 

out of the political platform in order to avoid alienating 

anti-prohibition immigrant voter groups.19 Historian 

Robert Cherny, in Populism, Progressivism and the 

Transformation of Nebraska Politics: 1885-1915, determined 

that "prosperous Democrats" in Nebraska during the 1890 

election were most likely to have stayed loyal to their 

party because of the prohibition issue, as they did in 

Seward County.20

In Saunders County, a relatively economically 

prosperous county in 1890, a plurality of Germans and 

Bohemians voted Independent because of their involvement in 

the Farmers1 Alliance. But the five precincts with a large 

Swedish population, which had voted staunchly Republican 

prior to 1890, were among the strongest Independent 

precincts in the 1890 election.21 Prohibition was not a 

major factor for the predominantly Baptist and Lutheran 

Swedes.22 Each of the Swedish precincts experienced high 

levels of Alliance activity. The encounter with the 

Alliance experience altered all three groups1 political 

dispositions. In rural areas that the Alliance movement 

culture was not strong, Independents did not win many 

votes.

In her Farmers in Rebellion, historian Donna Barnes
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uses protest movement theory to describe the formation of 

the Texas Farmers' Alliance. Barnes's use of the 

mobilization strain theory of protest movements to 

illustrate the emergence of the Texas Alliance is useful in 

understanding the social and organizational features of 

Saunders County's movement culture. The mobilization 

perspective on protest movements views civil discontent as 

an ever-present force in society as a result of conflicting 

interests among different classes.23

Such discontent is only activated when members of a

particular class become aware of their objective interests

in society, and as Karl Marx stated, transforms from "a

class in itself" to "a class for itself."24 However, in

order for this galvanization of class interest to occur,

external support and organization must precede the

formation of a protest movement. As John McCarthy and

Mayor Zald expain in their study on resource mobilization

and social protest,

There is always enough discontent in any society 
to supply grassroots support for a movement if the 
movement is effectively organized and has at its 
disposal the power resources of some established 
elite group.25

This model stresses that effective mobilization of the 

agricultural class in Saunders County would depend on how 

well the Farmers' Alliance coordinated its activities and
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utilized the "power resources" of an "elite group."

The County Alliance leadership included some of the 

most active men in the Alliance-Independent movement in the 

state. These leaders were men such as William H. Dech, who 

campaigned for lieutenant governor in 1890, Charles Pirtle, 

who was the secretary of the State Independent Organizing 

Committee, and James Gaffin, who was a leading 

representative in the State House in 1891. Furthermore, 

the County Alliance leadership, including County President 

Samuel H. Moss, County Secretary W.O. Rand, and County 

Organizer James Moss, were all active Alliance members 

prior to the formation of the Independent Party. Samuel 

Moss was the Prohibition and Union Labor Party candidate 

for county sheriff in 1889. Rand was the Union Labor Party 

candidate for county judge. James Moss was the Saunders 

County chairman for the Democratic Party in 18 89. These 

men, among others in Saunders County, were part of the 

county and state political elite during the formation of 

the Alliance. They were some of the best and brightest of 

the reform movement.

Once the Alliance enjoyed electoral success, the 

original county leadership assumed new responsibilities. 

They took positions in the new Independent Party or began 

filling elected office. Rand was elected county clerk in
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1891; Pirtle became the secretary of the State Senate that 

same year; and Gaffin was elected to the State House of 

Representatives. He became Presiding Officer of the State 

House in 1893, and a People's Party candidate for 

lieutenant governor in 1894 .26 Furthermore, during 1891, 

those who occupied positions on the Independent County 

Central Committee were in most cases officers of sub­

alliances. Individuals such as Jonas Bender of Union 

Precinct, Anton Pospisel of Elk Precinct, Peter B. Olson of 

Mariposa Precinct, W.A. Tracy of Ithaca and James Jamison 

of Oak Creek Precinct were all presidents or secretaries of 

their respective sub-alliances.27 The original leadership 

group that organized the County Alliance assumed new 

responsibilities in the Independent movement. Rank and 

file members followed them, as they had during the 

organization's formation. Members brought the Alliance 

movement culture into the Independent and People's Parties, 

thus creating a Populist political culture in the county.

Despite Lawrence Goodwyn's claims of a "shadow 

populism" in Nebraska, the state did play a major role in 

the Populist movement. It elected several U.S. 

congressmen, a U.S. senator and two governors during the 

1890s. Fusion in the 1894 election would eventually prove 

fatal, as the People's Party was eclipsed over time by the
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Democrats. Contrary to Goodwyn's assertions of a "shadow 

movement" of the Farmers’ Alliance and People’s Party, 

Saunders County demonstrates that a movement culture did 

exist in Nebraska, but it was more than a cooperative 

experience.28 It was an Alliance experience. The year 

1890 may have been the most politically successful for the 

Saunders County movement, but Populists continued to enjoy 

electoral success for a decade. On the other hand, the 

Alliance went into decline after that election and never 

regained its strength. In many respects, the Saunders 

movement acquired a sense of classical tragedy. Having 

slain its father, the Saunders County Alliance, the local 

People’s Party would assure its own destruction through 

fusion with the Democratic Party.29
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Notes

1. New Era (Wahoo, Nebraska), June 11, 1891, 4.
2. Eric Johnson bought the New Era in 1897 and operated 
it until 1906. He had been a Saunders County Allianceman 
and served as Chief Clerk of the Nebraska State House of 
Representatives. New Era, July 27, 1897, 4; May 13, 1906, 
1; Nebraska Blue Book, 1998-1999, (Lincoln: Office of the 
Clerk of the Legislature, 2000), 407.
3. Michael Schwartz examines how protest movements 
interact with the social structure to explain the 
development of the Southern Farmers' Alliance and the 
People’s Party. He contends that any social structure 
includes in itself a power strong enough to change it.
This potential to alter the social structure resides in any 
aggrieved group that has the political force to disrupt the 
normal functioning of the current political system. The 
group only becomes an agent of change if it can "form and 
maintain an organization independent of the original 
structure. That organization must have a membership 
extensive enough and disciplined enough to call into 
question the combined functioning of the system." Michael 
Schwartz, Radical Protest and Social Structure: The 
Southern Alliance and Cotton Tenancy, 1880-1890 (New York: 
Academic Press, 1976), 173.
4. Norman Pollack, who cites the New Era several times in 
his work, considers Saunders County one of the seven most 
Populist counties in Nebraska during the 1890s. Pollack is 
the only scholar who has recognized the significance of the 
movement in Saunders County and placed it among the leading 
centers of People’s Party activity in the state. Norman 
Pollack, The Populist Response to Industrial America: 
Midwestern Populist Thought (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1962), 148.

5. Saunders County Office of the County Clerk Election 
Records, Roll 8, Frames 87-88. Nebraska State Historical 
Society, Lincoln.
6. Ibid., Roll 8, Frame 93.
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7- Ibid., Roll 8, Frames 95-96. Fusion was forced upon 
the People's Party in Nebraska in 1894. It was the 
Democrats of Nebraska that nominated People's Party 
candidate Silas Holcomb for governor on their state ticket. 
Democrats took this move in order to defeat Republican 
candidate Thomas J. Majors, who was a member of the 
American Protective Association (a nativist and anti­
immigrant organization) and strongly opposed silver. It 
was furthermore hoped by Democrats that fusion would 
deliver Populist votes for William Jennings Bryan's 
senatorial campaign in 1895. See Robert W. Cherny, 
Populism, Progressivism, and The Transformation of Nebraska 
Politics, 1885-1915 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1981), 44-45.
8. Wahoo Democrat (Wahoo, Nebraska), November 15, 1894,
2 .
9. James Gaffin had an active role in the Nebraska 
People's Party during the 1890s. In 1898, he became 
Chairman of the State Committee. This was viewed as a 
major victory for those "middle of the roaders" in the 
People's Party, which meant these individuals stuck to the 
central themes that the party was founded on. New Era,
June 25, 1896, 1; Cherny, Populism, Progressivism and 
Transformation, 87.
10. Saunders County Office of the County Clerk Election
Records, Roll 8, Frame 102.

11* Ibid., Roll 8, Frames 104-116.
12. David Stephens Trask, "Formation and Failure: The
Populist Party in Seward County," Nebraska History 51 
(Spring 1970): 282-283, 290. The only other county-level 
study of the Alliance or Populism in Nebraska is Annabel L. 
Beal, "The Populist Party in Custer County, Nebraska: Its 
Role in Local, State, and National Politics, 1889-1906” 
(Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Nebraska, 
1965). Beal's history of the Custer County movement is a 
narrative social history based largely on local newspapers 
as sources.
13. Trask, "Formation and Failure," 281.

14. John D. Barnhart, "History of the Farmers' Alliance 
and the People's Party in Nebraska" (Unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, Harvard University, 1930), 200, 202.
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15. Trask, "Formation and Failure," 283-28 6.
16. Ibid., 298.
17. Saunders County Office of the County Clerk Election 
Records, Roll 8, Frames 73-75; New Era. November 6, 1890,
3; 18 85 Nebraska State Census, microfilm, Roll 49.
Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln.
18. James C. Olson, and Ronald C. Naugle, History of 
Nebraska, 3rd ed. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1997), 229.

19. Ibid.
20. Saunders County Office of the County Clerk Election 
Records, Roll 8, Frames 73-75; New Era, November 6, 1890,
3. Cherny demonstrates that in 1890, prosperous Democrats 
were the most likely to stay with the Democratic Party. He 
also contends that throughout the 1890*s and early 1900*s 
those counties with high amounts of rural Bohemians and 
Germans were most likely to have voted for Fusion 
candidates. Cherny, Populism, Proqressivism and 
Transformation, 58, 89-93.
21. Saunders County Office of the County Clerk Election 
Records, Roll 8, Frames 73-75; New Era, November 6, 1890,
3; 1885 Nebraska State Census, microfilm, Roll 49.
22. Cherny, Populism, Proqressivism and Transformation,
21.
23. Donna A. Barnes, Farmers in Rebellion: The Rise and 
Fall of the Southern Farmers Alliance and People's Party in 
Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1984), 12-18.
24. Karl Marx, "The Coming Upheaval," The Marx-Enqels 
Reader, ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: W.W. Norton and 
Co., 1978), 218.
25. John McCarthy and Mayor Zald, "Resource Mobilization 
and Social Movements: A Partial Theory," American Journal 
of Sociology, 82 (1977): 1214.
26. Cherny, Populism, Proqressivism and Transformation,
80, 87.

27. New Era. July 30, 1891, 4.
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28. Lawrence Goodwyn, Democratic Promise: The Populist 
Moment in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1976), 91-92.
29. This analogy is taken from Paul W. Glad, McKinley, 
Brvan and the People (New York: J.B. Lipponcott and Co., 
1964), 35.
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