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The Cooperative Vision
Building a Democratic Economy

“the foundation that underlies the whole superstructure, . . .”

To all appearances, the agrarian revolt developed in the South
and West in a fashion that merged separate currents of reforming
energy. The National Farmers Alliance seemed a powerful
tributary of insurgency (At vonveyed-stuggish—Southerners
toward the People’s Party, Therethie mobilized TErorm energics
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of the South flowed into a ragmg'waumm
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unknown well-spring conccalcd somewhere in the Great Plains.
The revolt in the West had simply "happened”—times were
hard. So the movement of the farmers appeared to the puzzled
nation in 18g2. Appearances, however, were misleading. The
“tributaries” of the People’s Party were not divergent; indeed,
they were not even tributaries; the radical currents merely
needed 10 be traced to their common headwaters.

The ideological course to the L8gz Omaha.Pladerm.ofthe
People’s Party ran back through the Ocala. Demands-of-18g0,

&St Louwis.Blatform of 1889, the Dallas. Demands.of.1888,
and_the Cleburne Demands of August 886, For in 1886 the
organizational impulses of hope and self-respect generated by
farmer cooperatives, impulses that were to lead to the People’s
Party, identified themselves. Shaped by the tensions of organizing
and expanding across the nation, the new culture of a people’s
politics that had materialized in Texas in 1886 became known
to the nation in 1892 as “Populism.”
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The spectacle of earnest farmer-lecturers setting off on con-
tinent-spanning journcys in the late 1880's to organize the folk,
and, furthermore, doing it, appears now to have had a kind of
rustic grandeur. It was, in fact_the most_massive organizing
drive by any citizen institution of nineteenth-century Amenc.

J TTe broader outlines had a similar_sweep: the Allance's five:

~ yéar urers_into_forty-three states and,
Sh e s and touched illion American_farm families; it
7 brou cxn-farmers -

who had ne a vided an zational medium for .

WestErners who had radical goals but lacked a mass constituency.
Dewmwmﬁ%m%;?&uhing
campaign of 1887-g1 nevertheless also dramatized the impend-
ing tension-within _the. ranks of the new movement that was
bv.:gigﬁg_[o form. The immediate results were far wo divisive
to produce any portrait of grandeur, however rustic.

As matters developed late in 1886, the remarkable growth of
the Texas Alliance was a direct product of the accelerating
political momentum within the order. Earnest radicals soon
discovered, however, that this very momentum had produced ‘

an acute internal crisis. After some anxious months the orga-
nization preserved its cohesion, but only by a new bumrg:l
creativity keyed to further expansion. More than anything clse,
the surge of the Farmers Alliance across the South and then the
West developed out of the order’s attempt o save itself from
fratricidal destruction in Texas, This ideological tension had its
origin in a tense internal struggle that took place on the eve of
the campaign to organize the South.

2

Many of the delegates who gathered for Charles Macune's
specially called conference in M&'@“"‘:M
militant instructions from their home Alliances. The continued
growth of the order since Cleburne had confirmed for the
activists the practicality of aggressive advocacy. Balancing-this
thrust was the psychological hold the Democratic Party had on
Southerners. Those who opposed the Tleburne nds did so
i 4. — —
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not so much because of their specific content—which faithfully
expréssed grievances most farmers regarded 2% legitimate—but
beciuse-of-theit mplicit Fepudiation of The Democractic Party
| of the South., 7 o —

Amid such contradictory influences, the Waco conference was
threatened with partisan discord until, on the second day,

Charles Macunc offered a transforming proposal. Ignoring the .

internal diﬁsio’hhmwm% —l
|| purpose—combating the farmer’s traditional problem of credit® {
| As Allancemen ol all facuons hste attentively, ne
|! proposed a central statewide “Farmers Alliance Exchange” as a \
giant cooperative to oversee the marketing of the cotton crops \ 3~
of Alliance members and to serve as the central purchasing
medium for Texas farmers. A statewide cooperative was truly
l a breathtaking vision, But Macune "Kad another challenging
|| proposal as well. He told the delegates that the men who had
| developed the Alliance cooperative and had organized Texas
| could "organi ¢ cotton belt of the nation.,” He outlined his
recently conceived plans for projected merger of the Alliance
with a small Lousiana farm organization and offered an inspiring
vision of a Southwide monopoly of organized agriculture to
combat the marketing and financial monopolies of the nation.
The delegates were, to say the least, responsive. Macune
- brought an individual capacity to act, and a specific plan, at the
precise moment when the Alliance had completed its basic
orgenizingjoli il Texas and was ready—structurally and psy-
chologically==5 Tiove 1o larger tasks. Macune's proposal to

presence that every Alhancemen could appreciate, regardless of
his political inclinations. Conservatxe objectionsiathe.Cleburne,
Demands_receded-in_importance in_the face of this larger
objective. Partisan wrangling was put aside. All seemed relieved
that the Alliance, so obviously healiiy i other respects, had not

been shattered. Inaw eeling, the Cleburne Demands
were reaffirmed—this time-without-i mﬂ’,\/

witli the TouiGana Farmers Union was _a_pgr;ovcd. A new orga-

| nization,. “The. National_ Farmers. Alliance and_ Cooperative
Union,” was established. C. W. Macune was unanimously elected

-
L
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president, and the Louisiana representative who was present
was elected vice-president. Travel funds were allocated, organ-
izers were selected and bricfed at a specally called statewide
meeting of lecturers, and the campaign was launched—all within
five weeks of Macune's Waco speech,

R

Six Jecturers were initally dispaiched 1o Mississippi, six 10

Alabama, seven to Tennessee, five to the border state of Missour,

and three to Arkansas. Others moved into the Carolinas, Georgia,

Florida, Kentucky, and Kansas, Tested in the process of organ-

izing 200,000 farmers in Texas, they took with them detailed

plans for state characters, county organizations, and suballiances,

and the aggressive anti-monopoly oratory of the Alliance move-

ment. The Macune formula for a centralized buying and selling

“cooperative was outlined to gatherings at hundreds of Southern

_ crossroads from the Gulf to the Ohio River. Farmers were told

7 how to establish the trade store system on a county level and

\ (& members of suballiances were instructed in the advantages of

\!)' L electing one of their own number as a business agent. All of the

) \‘») experiences of the founders were drawn upon, as organizers

A also explained the value of Alliance cotton yards, Alliance trade
committees, and Allance county warchouses,

J _/The results were spectacular. Alliances sprouted not only in

every state, but in almost every county of Confederacy.
Dazzled by his success, lecturer |. B. ’E.-T#ybfc%.mﬁk
report from North Carolina, “In spite of all opposing influences
that could be brought to bear in Wake County, 1 met the farmers
in public meetings twenty-seven times, and twenty-seven times
they organized. . . . The farmers scem like unto ripe fruit—you
can gather them by a gentle shake of the bush.”

The first organizer to leave Texas for the Deep South was the
order’s Traveling Lecturer, S. O. Daws. He departed in February
and organized the first Mississippi Alliance on March g, 1887,
Within six months, thirty Mississippi counties had been organized
and a State Alliance created. Throughout the South, Texas
organizers followed the precedent set by Daws in his 1884 Texas
campaign: the most aggressive local farmers were named as
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organizers and briefed in the techniques of conveying the
Alliance doctrine. According to a Mississippi historian, “deputies
swept to every part of the state,” and one even took to announcing
his itinerary in the public press! By the end of 1887, twenty-one
North Carolinians were at work as Alliance organizers, and the

. pew state leader, L. L. Polk, declared he needed "five times that

number” to meet the demand. Alliances had multiplied at such
a rate in one North Carolina county that there was “hardly an
interval of five miles . .. that does not have an organization.”

The pattern was much the same everywhere. The word

| spread, as it had carlier in Texas, that the Alliance meant what

it said about “doing something for the dirt farmer.” One Texan
organized over 1300 farmers in a single Alabama county.
Another stayed an entire year and later claimed to have orga-
nized 1500 suballiances in Alabama and Tennessee. But not all
farmers were like “ripe fruit.” J. M, Perdue, the author of the
Cleburne Demands, wrote back from Opelika, Alabama, that
many farmers were “so crushed under the crop mortgage system
that they have lost almost all hope of bettering their condition.™
In a comment that reveals the depth of agrarian animosity
toward furnishing merchants and the crop lien system, Perdue
added that “the threats of the grab-all family have been given
out, and many of the poor are afraid to join the Alliance, fearing
the major or the colonel will quit issuing rations to them at 50
percent over cash price.” In spite of all hazards, however, the
organizing momentum of the Allance gradually conquered
whole farming districts, the hesitant tenants joining a bit late,
but joining. The demand for lecturers became so great that not
enough could be supplied. In more than one county the farmers
organized themselves at mass meetings and formally requested
organizers to visit them and show them how to establish an

Alliance. To baffled Southern Grangers, only meta drawn

them. The Allance had “swept i€ ississippi

like a cyclone.” A North Carolinian added that “a great move-
ment, called the Farmers Alliance, has about ruined the Grange.”
By the time the National Farmers Alliance and Cooperation
Union of America held its inaugural convention at Shreveport,
Louisiana, in October 1887, the cooperative campaign had
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invaded ten states—all in eight months. President Macune
announced that the Texas organizers had brought some
$2,866.50 in dues money to the national treasurer, more than
enough to repay a $5o00 loan advanced by the Texas Alliance,
After a generation of unrelenting poverty, the farmers of the
South were desperate for a message of economic salvation. The
Southern yeomanry had indeed become “like ripe fruit.” But the
memories of political and social orthodoxy were deeply imbed-
ded. Tlt_c_gps:li}md iself: ripe for what?

4

Throughout the Western plains, the question posing itself was
of a different order at first. The succession of third party defeats
throughout the 1880's in the West seemed, to many radicals, 10
doom any possibility of broad-based reform. The swift death of
the Union Labor Party in 1888 so disillusioned one young
radical in Kansas that he retreated to a self-conscious display of

bravado in the face of what he dearly regarded as a hopeless
situation:

I know that for the man who sees the evils of the time—the
want, ignorance and misery caused by injust laws—who sets
himself so far as he has strength to right them, there is nothing
in store but ridicule and abuse. The bitterest thought, and the

hardest to bear, is the hopelessness of the struggle, “the furility
of the sacrifice.”

The author of these somber words was Jeremiah Simpson, a
man destined within a very short time to achieve national
notoriety as “Sockless Jerry™ Simpson, the very symbol of fiery
prairic Populism. Indeed, a mere cleven months after he
brooded over ranks grown “thin by death and desertion,”
Simpson offered a remarkably different appraisal of the health
of the reform movement: “Our meetings are growing; at first
they were held in country school houses while the other parties
held theirs in the open air; now ours are outside, and the other
parties are never heard of at all.”

To reform candidates who saw politics solely in terms of the
size of crowds at summer speech festivals, a marvelous change
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had indeed come over the people of Kansas sometime between
188g and 18go. But if the gulf between Simpson's exaggerated
despair one year and his romantic optimism the next had the
merit of pointing to anything at all of substance, it was that
essential forms of social change are rarely those most easily seen
from the rostrums of meeting halls,

The organizing problem facing reformers in the West was
not a result of some rare flowering of agricultural prosperity.
During the late 1880's when Simpson and others labored against
the “evils of the time,” agrarian distress wracked Kansas almost
as fully as it did the South. But as Simpson clearly failed to grasp,
the organizing hazard did not revolve simply around economic
conditions. Indccd oohcrcm reform politics never does. Insur-
1 of “hard times”; lht) are

] msurgcn L_cultures
|

plc malung coheTent po

of the Alliance cooperative movement. The cooperative vision
was carried to the farthest reaches of the state by scores of
lecturers. In due course, a political carthquake resulted.

In charting the agrarian revolt in Kansas, therefore, it is
necessary 1o start not with reform politicians like Simpson (who

_often give voice to insurgent impulses they do not fully under-

stand), but with the men who helped generate the movement
itself. The S. O. Daws of Kansas was & young man in his mid-
twenties named Henry Vincent.

arrs®? 4

Some months before the Texas Alliance deployed its lecturers
through the South, the town of Winfield, Kansas, in Cowley
County near the Oklahoma border, discovered that it had
suddenly acquired a young radical who had descended upon
the quict hamlet with the intention of opening a newspaper.

e
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That young man wis ¢ )
.,m.m..‘, 0 prove one of the most energetic Populiss

Henry Vincent was one of five soss of James Viece
una AU his own righe. A rulialje;:lluﬁm ::ol.h::
and free thinker, the semior Vincent put himself through Oberl;
mn&;oulh.mm.mdmmedmaﬁmm .
c me western corvespondent for Greeley' ‘
Tribane and Garrison's Liberator, worked for the Amt;':'::l:i‘-
Slavery Sockety, and operated an underground railread and
school at Tabor. He seems to have rather thoroughly tramsmitted
h:M humanist views and a measure of his tenacity 10 all of his
children—especially to young Henry. At the age of seventcen
Henry began a journal called the Amenican Newconformwa, whitb'
he printed on a thirty-five-dollar hand press in TM. Seven
years later, be, along with two of his brothers, thirty-year-old
C.'lh.btﬂ and twenty-three-year-old Leopold, migrated 10 Cow
ey County in hmu The brothers selected Winfield for du;
nalistic effort after a careful mspection of other

8
o lh
«’m. '“‘ .k 'M‘n‘ (hm 'k fa!ull“l’k -Pllidu!l.

Riven the opportumity, and not tusn
. and bise the hand
nho!n'.l*nmd l’nr:m fm.bymgb&inwaoﬁ‘mm

m:::c V'm:;t:s mc:abluh«l' a far-flung system of exchanges with
wide ::::h on politih:l”:;:im.mb:ﬁuu; | T
. s in the “underdog.”

;lc.h"’h“:f' becamie wcll-u_:fomed on the activitics of bl)lb“tsbt
naghts of Labor, then at its national peak of influence, and the

b3

Farmers Alliance, then still confined to lts Texas origins. The
Nm]ombtpraiu‘ltheudnllibenlismdumsmndbydn
Knights at their integrated 1886 convention in Richmond,
Virginka, and similarly applanded the aggressive spirnt of the
Cleberne Demands, which emerged from the linle-known farm
oeder ins Texas in the same year. 1t duly noted the spread of the
Alkance across the South, and when the Texas organizers ranged
aver Missouri and edged into neighboring Kansas in the summer
of 1884, they quite naturally found a wekome first and foremost
in Cowley County. One Texan organized a number of suballi-
ances i the county and a second arrived kiter in the year o
extend the Alliance mesage to surrounding counties, The
Vincents meanwhile were busy applauding the elfores of Western
radicals 10 recomstitute 3 new national third party as a home for
displaced greenbackers. In the course of these third party efforts,
the Viscents established relations with the radicals in the Texas
Alance who had engendered the Cleburne Demands.

By the time the third party men were ready o hold a
nomirating convention for the mew national Unson Labor Party
in Cincinnati in the spring of 1888, a coterie of politically
insurgent Westerners had established contact and had begun
woeking together. The network, which was primarily composed
of Kansans and Texans, also induded greenback veterans from
lowa, Alabama, Nebraska, Arkansas, Missouri, and the Dakotas.

While the subsequent poor showing of the Union Labor Party
in the fall elections of 1588 helped plunge radical politicans
such a3 Jerry Simpson into despair, there was 2 more germane

Mmm-«me
s base in Cowdey Tl exioruingl gravit GFLIS erle

in Texas in 1885-86 came only after the founders had earlier
comolidated a strong geographical base in a nucleus of counties,
in the process perfecting their orgamszational doctrines and an
sccompanying rhetoric of recruitment. In 1888, the Kansa
Alliance consolidated a similar base in south-central Kamsas.
Henry Vincent's effort to familiarize Kansas farmers with Alls-
ance doctrines was not simply one of journalistic “education.”
Vincent understood that movements need organization aed

organizations need imernal lines of communjcation. Late in

THE COOPERATIVE VISION
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1888, following the disastrous third party showing in the No-
vember elections, Vincent led a group of Kansas radicals on a
pilgrimage 1o Dallas for further briefings on the structure of the
Alliance movement at the organization’s national offices. Addi-
tonally, W. P. Brush, in the course of his official duties as state
organizer for the Kansas Alliance, attended the 1888 convention
of the National Farmers Alliance at Meridian, Mississippi. There
he acquired further details of the cooperative movement and
was appointed one of twelve “national lecturers” designated by
the Macune-led Southerners.

In December 1888 the Farmers State Alliance of Kansas was
organized. Lecturers armed with charters and equipped with
the new lecturing methods spread over the state. They met with
an immediate response, just as their counterparts in the South
had carlier. Kansas farmers listened to the outline of the
cooperative program and promptly joined the Alliance in droves,
Suballiances elected business agents and county Alliances formed
trade committees. As evidence of the success of the organizing
campaign mounted, the Nonconformist interviewed Ben Clover,
the new Kansas Alliance president on the progress of the order.
He announced that “extensive movements are on foot.” It was
not an idle remark. The newcaltarg of politics was-being-born,
As the cooperative banner went up in central and eastern
Kansas, a new and surprisingly democratic energy began to
surface in ways that newspapers, friendly and otherwise, could
scarcely ignore. In February 1889, the Harper County Alliance
began bombarding the state legislature with appeals for stricter
usury laws, and two months later Brown County farmers staged
a mass protest against what they called “the extortions of the
binding twine trust.” The farmers decided to “proceed at once
to the erection of a cooperative manufactory for binding twine.”
Elsewhere throughout Kansas, Alliance country trade commit-
tees met with merchants, wholesalers, and manufacturers, Where
the farmers were rewarded with small successes, their respect
for their own cflorts and for their Alliance grew. When they
encountered rebulls, they talked about it ogether and debated
the meaning of existing commercdial relationships in American
socicty. They also learned that the voting records of their
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politicians indicated a surprising responsiveness to the needs of |
banks, railroads, and other corporations. These discoveries did|
not fit with the description of the Republican Party of Kansas) &
that they had been taught since infancy to believe. Some of the
farmers began to get more angry the more they learned, and all

of them wanted to do something about it. The suballiance in
Kansas, like its predecessors in Texas and the South, became a

schoolroom of self: tion,
is process took time. Political results first became visible in

the handful of “old™ Alliance counties near the Kansas-Oklahoma
border that had first heard the message of the Alliance in 1887,
The 1889 elections in Henry Vincent's Cowley County brought
a hint of storms soon to come. Area farmers, already organized
as an Alliance cooperative, further organized themselves in a
mass meeting and nominated a complete independent ticket
against the Republican incumbents* Affiliating with neither
major party, the ticket was elected by a surprisingly large margin.
The political culture of the agrarian movement had lilcrally¥
reached a majority of the people in the county.

In steadfastly Republican Kansas, this result was a bit starthing
immurm however, yielded even
more instructive insights. Whatever had happened in Cowley
County over the preceding twelve months, it had clearly not
happened countywide. For example, the townsfolk of Winfield
had voted Republican in 1888 by a comfortable cight to five
margin and had even added slightly to the party’s plurality the
following year. But a phenomenal change had come over the
rural districts of the county. The farmers who voted at Rock
Creek precinet were typical. In 1888 they had cast g6 votes for

* While the imermal dynamics guiding the development of imwrgent demo-
cratic movements are not gencrally well understood, the greatest confusion
oncerns not the building of movements, but rather the process of their

politicization, Inssrgent economic movemems, for example, do pot “inexorably” A
move io insa tics. The re i clementary: the great mass of |
particpants hav 3 ied which shape poltical conduct along

traditional limes make insurgent politscs difhcalt for the average aueen 1w
magine. For political insurgency 1o occur om 3 mass sale, movements, once
recruited, need 10 be politicized, which is a complex process. The poliicization
of the mass of Alliance farmers—a development that defined the extent and the
limits of American Populism—is traced on pp. B4-87, 195, and 3582,
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the Republican Party, 23 for the Union Labor Party, and 6o for
the Democrats. In the following year, however, the Republican
vote plummeted 10 45 while the new independent ticket swept
the precinct with 117 votes. Clearly, something was happening
at the forks of the creck.

w * © ade.
The cornerstone of the independent political movement 1n
Cowley County was a new enterprise created by the Allance
and known as “The Winfield Co-operative Mercantile and
Manufacturing Assocation.” Virtually every farmer in the
county was a member. A founding trustee of the Allance
cooperative—the first in Kansas—was the editor-of the Noncon-

Jermust, Henry Vincent.

What was true for Kansas and Texas was true everywhere;
indeed, the agranan revolt cannot be understood outside the
framework of the cooperative crusade that was its source. Amidst
a national political system in which the mass constituencies of
both major parties were fashioned out of the sectional loyalties

of the Civil War, ;W
ing vehicle through hhugenu rmers in the South

and kind_of democratic
possibility_in_America fIhe central educational ol of the
Farmers Alllance was (Il cooperative experiment itself. The

. massive effort at agrarian sell-help, and the opposition it stim.

ulated from furnishing merchants, wholesale houses, cotton
buyers, and bankers in _the South and Trom grain elevator
companics, railroads, land companies, livestock commission
agencies, and bankers in the West, brought home to hundreds
of thousands of American farmers new insights into their
relationship with the commerdial elements of American society.
Reduced 10 its essentials, the cooperative movement recruited
the farmers to the Alliance in the period 1887-91, and the
resulting cooperative experience educated enough of them 1o
make independent political action a potential reality. In the
process, the Alliance created the world's first large-scale working
class cooperative and proposed a comprehensive democratic
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monetary system for America, the world's emerging industrial
icader. That the chicf theorist of both the cooperative and the
monetary system, Charles Macune, consistently opposed Alliance
political activism and feared the emergence of the third party
added a curious dimension to the internal politics of the agrarian
revolL

7

Irony dogged Charles Macune throughout his years as national
spokesman of the Farmers Alliance. The scores of Alliance
organizers who fanned ourt across the South and Midwest in
1887-8g and who sallied north of the Ohio River and across
both the Rockies and the Appalachians in 18g0-g1 had been
defined by their previous experience not only as “lecturers,” but
also as incipient political radicals. Their duties as lecturers
carried them 1o the remotest backwaters of the rural countryside
and into_the very maw of the crop lien system of the South.
Upon the Tecturers fell the burden of cxplmmng the funciion
of the suballiance business agent, the county trade committee,
and the visionary state exchange that,_in the South, might free
them all from the furnishing-meschant. Upon the same lecturers
also fell the burden of explaining the delays, the opposition of
merchants, bankers, commission agents, and sundry other func-
tionaries who came to represent “the town clique.” Whether in
Alabama or South Dakota, a cooperative encountering difficulty
constituted an implied rebuke to the Alliance leaders who had
praised the idea in the first place. At such a tme of difficulty—
and it came, eventually, to every Alliance cooperative in every
state, from Florida to Oregon—the farmers, so recently brought
to a new level of hope by the promise of their movement, looked
to the messengers of cooperation both for explanation and
guidance. The latter responded in one of two ways. They could
blame the difficultics on the farmers, assert that rank and file
members did not understand cooperation well enough, and
insist that they expected too much, too soon. In the course of
this response they could counsel patience and devote much time
to thorough explanations of the theory and practice of coop-
cration. Many Alliance leaders followed such a course, none
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o with more grace than Macune himself. But the mass program
V| of agrarian cooperation that Macune had visualized also set in
motion another and rather different response. In this view,
.| cooperative difficulties were not inherently the fault of the idea
w | itself, nor were they traceable to deficiencies in farmers generally;
rather, cooperatives encountered trouble becavse-of the im.
placable hostility of the financial and commercial world. Alliance
leaders holding such views could explain that town merchants
lectively cut prices to make the Alliance trade store look bad
and that bankers refused to take the notes of the Alliance state
¢’ 'gcxchangc because the bank’s mercantile clients wanted the
. exchange to go under. They could add that the Alliance store
. o aor warchouse often performed its duty even if it sold not a dollar
o 3)0!' goods—if, simply by its presence, it introduced genuine |
) wholesale and retail competition into rural America. Macune |
was also capable of this analysis, and sometimes with a passion
that rivaled the anti-monopoly intensity of spokesmen for the
Alliance’s left wing.

But however individual leaders responded initially, the co-
operative crusade and the experiences it gencrated set in motion
an intense dialogue within the Alliance, one that reached realms
of radical political analysis that Macune had not foreseen and |
from which he instinctively recoiled. Yet the cooperative expe- |
rience increasingly set the terms of the debate in ways neither
the order’s moderates nor its radicals could conveniently ignore.
The mass of farmers themselves saw to this. They wanted
freedom from what they regarded as intolerable conditions, and |
the delays they experienced in their local and state cooperative
efforts brought forth questions to which lecturers had to respond, |
whatever their politics. Indeed, a raw irritant_persisted at the
coxe ol this internal Alliance diatogue between the farmers and
their spokesmen, 3 ctiticism by the rank and file thar, however
respectfully implied, ate at the very heart of the lecturers’ sense
of justice. ITwas not' the lecturers” fault! They felt, more tellingly
than some of them could explain, the totality of banker and
merchant opposition, the calumny of news stories about the
Alliance in the metropolitan press, the deceptive siyle of tradi-
tional politicians who voted for the commercial classes while

o
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pretending to be friends of the people, In ways that Macune
woth understood and resisted, Alliance leaders came to have
such thoughts in the late 1880's, and their knowledge constituted
wn organizational imperative for a new political party free of the
:ontrol of bankers and their allies. The men who believed in
cooperation the most, the Alliancemerwho became trustees, of

 local trade stores, cour who
cou'im: Asi a-umesshen
thie cooperalwe ncedcd lhc sup_port of a u_n_ug_d_(umﬁn class,

urers, who ey _n_luall) carnied the __g[mus,j\lluancc.xo. the
E:_plcﬁ-o's Party._The interior_logic of the cooperative crusade,

h in_the_hopeful carly.days.of recruitment and_in_the more
difficult days of implementation, drove Alliance deaders wvard |\
such ultimate political choices because, quite simply, the structure &/
of American society impelled it

The reality that explained the remarkable organizing potential
of the Alliance cooperative rested in the substance of the daily
lives of millions of farmers. In the late nineteenth century a
national pattern of emerging banker-debtor relationships and
corporation-citizen relationships began to shape the lives of
millions of Americans. Throughout the Western granary the
increasing centralization of economic life fastened upon prairie
farmers new modes of degradation that, if not as abjectly
humiliating as Southern forms, were scarcely less pervasive.
Of the many ingredients in the new way of life, most easily
understood is the simple fact rices contl 1o
year ; car, decade after d e, The dollar-a-bushel wheat
ol 1870 bro 1 1885 and 6o cents in the 18qgo’s.
These were ofhicial government figures, computed at year's end
when prices were measurably higher than those received by the
farmer at harvest. Actually, most Dakota farmers received closer
to 35 cents a bushel for their wheat in the days of Populism.
Simiatly, the 1870 corn crop averaged 45 cents a bushel;
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thereafter it fell steadily, plunging below g0 cents in the 18go's,
according 1o offical figures. But as carly as 188g corn in Kansas
sold at 10 cents a bushel, the U.S. Agriculture Department’s
figures 1o the contrary notwithstanding.

Morcover, the grain that made the naton's bread was a
demanding crop; it had to be harvested at breakneck speed cach
fall before it became oo dry and brittle 1o bind well. The
Midwestern farmer went into debt 1o buytheneeded equipment.

e made dnaucm;t—g.agc payments on such machines at rates
of annual interest that ranged from 18 to 36 per cent and in
currency that appreciated in value every year. Under these
circumstances, the steady decline of commodity prices further
reduced his margin of cconomic mancuver,

But this was only a part of the problem facing Western
agriculturalists. Like most nineteenth-century Americans, farm-
ers were enthusiastic about the arriva __g[_s;qgh_nch railroad that
promised to further "open up. thé mgnm..m.nuw and
new markmhc rmers’ euphoria at the appearance of
a new rail line inevitably turned 1o bitter resentment. The farmer

. thLM.ﬁ:lLMgmgﬂhmgmg—n&hum that
\/ magle him pay a bushel of corn in freight costs for every bushel
he shipped-—especially since the s;ggmulm made it
BE ,;nt Targe clevaior ¢ companies 1o ) transport grain from

(‘Im.a o all the way to England for bess money TRIT it cost a

Dakota farmer 16 send his wheat @ thie graln” millsin. nearby
ancapoln. A number of railroads alsg pers—graimn
dealers asWellas individual_farmers—io-pay-freightcodls Tqual
t6 the raul Tine's most distant terminal, even should they wish to
ship. m'wmm line. {The extra fee was
called “transit.”) In many locales, the farmer had the option of
paying or secing his crop rot,

Underlying the entire new structure of commerce was the
national banking system, rooted in the gold standard and
dominated by Eastern commercial banks, most prominently the
House of Maxgan. Though bankers profited from the high
interest rates that accompanied tight money, the gold-based
currency was so constricted that virtually every year the calls on
the Eastern money market by Western banks at harvest brought




L

THE COOPERATIVE VISION 7

the nation dangerously close to financial panics. The sheer
burden of providing the necessary short-term credit to finance
the purchasing and shipping of the nation’s annual agricultural
production was more than the monetary structure could stand. _
The prevailing system, however, did have the effect of admin-! T
istering a strong downward pressure upon commodity prices atl
harvest time, ! “Thof
On the "sod-house frontier”™ of the West, the human costs
were enormous. Poverty was a "badge of honor which decorated \
all.” Men and children “habitually” went barefoot in summer
and in winter wore rags wrapped around their fect. A sod house /
was @ home literally constructed out of prairic sod that
was cut, sun-dried, and used as a kind of brick. Out of such
materials, the very “civic culture” of the agrarian revolt was
constructed. The farmers knew where their problems were. A
social historian reports that farmers in the 1870's and 1880 \
rescrved their “deepest enmity™ for grain and stock buyers and
| for the railroads that served farmers and middlemen alike.
! Everywhere the farmer turned he seemed to be the victim of
rules that somehow always worked to the advantage of the
biggest business and financial concerns that wuched his world,
To be efficient, the farmer had to have twols and livestock that
cost him forbidding rates of interest. When he sold, he got the
price offered by terminal grain elevator companies. To get his
produce there, he paid high rates of freight. If he wied 10 scll
to different grain GEARTSOF elevitor companies, or livestock
commission agents, he pften encountered the practical evidence
of secret agreements between agricultural middlemen and trunk
ling Failroads. ‘The Northern Pacific named specific grain tér-
minals to which farmers should ship, the trunk line simply
refusing to provide railroad cars for the uncooperative.
Among the large new business combinations that were engaged
in creating trusts in virtually every major branch of American
commerce, the watering of stock became so routine that it is not
too much to say that the custom provided the operating basis
for the entire industrial system that was ¢fierging. To pay even €
nominal dividends on watered_stock, companies needed high

rates of profit—in effect, they c;nhT\cncd their customers into
N
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y ¢ real sources of direct capital. Railroad networks that cost
LW

.

-
.

| $250,000 in public money 10 build were owned by companies
that capitalized themselves at $500,000 and then sold construc-
‘tion bonds on $500,000 more, Agranan spokesmen wondered
out Joud why the atizenry should be paying interest on public
indebtedness of one million dollars, 75 per cent of which was
watered stock. Radlroad magnates rarely bothered to reply two
such critics beyond offering an occasional opinion that popular
concern about the interior affairs of business corporations was
“officious.”

9

»

But widespread as suffering wasthroughout the West, nowhere
in America did the burdens of poverty fall more heavily than

upon the Tarm Families of (e raral South. The crop liersystem
had driven ‘millions-west-in the 1870's; by the late 1880’s the
system had graduated o new plateaus of exploitation: as every
passing vear forced additional thousands of Southern farmers
into foreclosure and thence into the world of landless tenantry,
the furnishing merchants came 1o acquire title to increasing
portions of the Southern countryside. Furnishing men had so
many farms, and so many tenants to work them, that it became
psychologically convenient to depersonalize the language of
agricultural production. Advancing merchants spoke to one
another about “running 100 plows this year,"” a crisp phrase that
not only referred to thousands of acres of land but also to
hundreds of men, women, and children who lived in peonage.
Through a 1500-mile swath of the Southland, from Virginia to
Texas, such absence of choices came 1o characterize the monot-
onous lives of millions, nd “landowners™ alike. Iy was
into this vast ] ) rinf that t the
Farmers Alliance deployed in 1 88;-88. results were difficult
to describe, Though a South Carolina Granger made an effort by
reporting to his national offices that the Alliance had “swept
over our state like a wave,”

The message of the lecturers was persuasive because the
goal—to change the way most Southerners lived—was one the
Grange had never dared to attempt. The larger dream contained
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in the new and untested Texas plan for a central state exchange
added the final galvanizing ingredient 1o the formula of hope
that was the Farmers Alliance.

But the new recruits did not wait idly for the arrival of a
siatewide marketing system. Hope was everywhere and across
the South, farmers in a dozen states competed with one another
in pioneering new varieties of purchasing cooperatives that
could be constructed to defeat money-lenders and wholesale
and retail merchants. The leader of a local Georgia Alliance
wrote the order's national journal in Texas that “we are going
to get out of debt and be free and independent people once
more. Mr. Editor, we Georgia people are in carnest about this
thing.” The eflort “to be a free and independent people™ was
emphasized by North Carolina Alliance leader L. L. Polk, who
explained: “There is a limit, even to the submissiveness of
farmers.”

Just how high the stakes were, and how far from “submis-
siveness” the farmers had 1o carry themselves, was brought to
light by the cooperative movement in Alabama. After Alliance.
men in Dothan had cooperatively erected a warchouse and had

begun to demonstrate iis.uuliny by instituting cooperative pur- o
E coope P

chasing and markcungwangcmuus.mcmbanu. bankers, and
warehotsemen succeeded in indicing the town- council to Icvy
2 $50 tax on the warchouse. The farmers responded by moving
thei ing outside the city limits, whereupon the council
attempted 10 make them pay for draying their cotton into and
out of town. Auempts 1o enforce the ordinance led 1o a gunfight
in which two men were ki and another wounded. Alabama
farmcﬂmm'lm;gﬁi_ over for awhile, and it was not
long before the Alliance began to explore ways to start a
cooperative bank, Though the means to carry out their proposal
were never found, it was clear that the cooperative experience
provided remarkable lessons in how power worked in America,

Yet for all the hope that.it stivred,-the Alliance movement
remained just that—a hope. Though the farmers came by, the
tbousan’d'" the_Alliance found it d Lto-implement—an
effective ¢ coopcwlvr “program. While local arrangements might

produce marginal improvements, a statewide undertaking was
needed to cope with the lien system. As Southern Alliances grew,
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and as both farmers and their spokesmen learned more about
the intricacies of cooperation, they increasingly tended 10 keep
one eye cocked on Macune’s Texas Exchange, where the mass
marketing concept was undergoing its first major test in the
South, In 1887-88 the Texas cfort entered s crucial stage—
and Alliance leaders throughout the nation watched in hope

and apprehension as the idea of a cooperative commonwealth
oujggvmed to cocxist with bankcg—ocmctcd American capital-

X .
; 'ﬂ".;t e :.\.‘r* o.}"\ P 10

The original plan of a central state exchange which Macune had
g outlined in January 1887 ha n consummmated n stages,
Macune learned that a central exchange in Lexas could sell
directly to Eastern factories if it possessed sufficient capital to
underwrite its contracts properly. He reported this to his Texas
\ Nt collcagues, and the Alliance, after taking competing bids from
sc\cral citics, sclected Dallas as the site for the exchange,
" receiving a bonus of $3500, On this shred of capital the “Farmers
Alliance Exchange of Texas” opened for business in Dallas in
September 1887. Macune used the internal organizational strue-
ture of the Alliance to bring the IIM%M'amo the

prevailing prices being paid on the world cotton ~Each
county business agent, working through the Al@neEouon yard
established by each county trade committee, was instructed o
weigh, sample, and number the bales of cotton in his local yard,
The local agents wrapped samples from each bale, placed tickets
on them giving weight, grade of cotton, and yard number, then
expressed them in sacks to the Dallas exchange. There they were
placed on display in a sample room where cotton buyers could
examine them, Export buyers were impressed, and they came
o the Texas Exchange. In one massive transaction, 1500 bales
of conton were selected from samples in Dallas and sold for
ipment_to_England, France, and Germany. The @lion was

J’szlppcd from twenty-two different stations in Texas.

Ampressive asall “this activity was as a demonstration of

agramn self-help, lmumhdenhpmmlucd
i was not nearly enough, for it did not free the small farmer or

A -
-—
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the tenant farmer from all the al and financial indignities
ifvolved T the crop lien. The directors soon found themselves
awash 10 petitiofsfrom suballiances calling for the implemen-
tation of some plan so they could “make a crop independent of
the merchant.”

Late in 1887 the directors of the Texas Exchange faced the
challenge squarely, The plan they embarked upon was one of
the most creative in the annals of American farm organizations,
and it led directly 1o the one pathbreaking political concept of 4‘“ »9
the agrarian revolt, the sub-treasury system, In November 1887, po
thc Texas Exchange advanced us program. It wau‘alled‘th- /

ic " The quict phrase concealed all brcalhlalung‘)

exientso cooperative concept: landowning farmers in’ A

the Alliance were asked to place their eilifs TEIIUATTRNADES. .55y * | 4
at the disposaT ol the group—to stake their own futures on the '(\w '
ultimate sd‘&éﬁ‘o’l‘iﬁ&"ﬂlﬁancc cooperative, The gamble wasan ©
unusual one: landowners. and Tenants AlKE Would tollecively 1 y

purchasé their supplies for the year through the staté exchange ey
atreredit; the landowners signing the Bint Adfe, For collateral, & "'(

'hﬂwﬂrnﬂi_—_mmwuw\« ptt o

against loss by taking morigages on the crops of the tenants. {L,;,,J. ¢ d

They would En'iim their (o!lon:f_l::blmw X\

a’u_:_ngc and _then pay off the jomt notes at year's end. The [ !

fifmers would sink or swim togethier! e Tandless would escape )l

the crop lien, 100, or none of them would. As they had in th

past, the brotherhood of the Alliance would “stand united.” In

one dramatic season of cooperative marketing and purchasing, \

they would collectively overcome all of the furnishing merchants £ §¢a..s

of Texas and free every farmer in the state he clytches ., .

of the lien system! 'z, 2 & 4 /L',%’ o et
The planning behind the joint-note cooperative mobilized the 126

entire infrastructure of self-help that the order had created

through the years. Each Alliance county business agent was 1o

acquire from each suballiance member who wanted supplics on

credit a schedule of his probable individual needs for the coming

year, together with a showing of “full inancial responsibility™

and a pledge of cotton worth at least three times as much as the

amount of credit requested. The farmers of each suballiance

were then to execute a collective joint note for the estimated



X
.(\

76 CREATING A DEMOCRATIC POLITICS

amount of supplies for all of them. The note was to draw interest
after May g1 and was to be paid November 15, after the 1888
crop had been harvested. Each signer of the joint note was
required to specify the number of acres of land he owned, its
value, outstanding indebtedness, the number of acres cultivated |
both in cotton and grain, and the value of his livestock. He also
agreed to allow his cosigners to harvest his crop in the event he
became incapacitated. Such joint notes from suballiances were
then to be screened by the county business agent and the county
trade committee before being passed on—along with the collec.
tive supply order of all particpating suballiance members—to
the “committee of acceptance” in the state exchange in Dallas.

The third part of the plan was, of course, that the exchange

would use the notes as collateral to borrow money to purchase
the sopplics. The supplics were 1o be shippéed i a monthly
basis, one-sixth of the order for each of the months between
May and November. The notes would draw 1 per cent per
month from date of shipment until the individual farmer repaid
his debt. In addition to making substantial savings in credit costs,
(5% % compared to 50 to 200% charged by furnishing merchants)

farmers might ex much_cheaper prices on supplies as a
qlglf Gl Schange’s bulk Eun:ha—;mg power.

o explain this €BboTate plan the Texas Alliance mobilized
s lecturing system ynce again, utilizing many of the men who
had been seasoned in the organizing campaign in the South the

7 year before. The procedure and all its complicated components

were outlined to every county Alliance in Texas and eventually
to every suballiance. The farmers marshalled all of their re-
sources in a gigantic effort “to become a free and independent
people.”

As the joint notes flooded into the Dallas nerve center, efforts
to induce the membership to pay the $2.00 per capita assessed
for the capital stock of the exchange were intensified. When the
exchange directors met in March 1888 to review the situation
they found that, while paid-up stock had climbed from its
September value—virtually nothing—to $17,000, this “blood
money” from the farmers of Texas had 1o be balanced against
the steadily rising amounts contained in the joint notes approved
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by the committee of acceptance. The committee, anticipating
brokering the joint notes through bank loans, began buying
supplics to fulfill the orders from the suballiances. By April,
when the paid-in capital stock had climbed above $20,000, the
joint notes approved by the exchange totaled no less than
$200,974.88 on local collateral of over $600,000 in the land and
stock of Texas farmers. On this foundation, the exchange had
ordered goods in the amount of $108,571.06.

Macune had meanwhile begun the quest for outside banking
apital_in_March, using the joint_notes as collateral. After
repeated conferences in Dallas, bankers there refused to advance
loans. Macune then went to Houston, Fort Worth, Galveston
and New Orleans. In Houston he acquired one loan of $6000
by pledging $20,000 in joint notes as collateral, and some
mercantile houses advanced supplies, taking the notes as security,
but with few exceptions theanswerelsewhereswas<no.” Macune's
regular report to the exchange directors sounded an ominous
note:

The business manager spent the whole of the month of March
in trying 1o negotiate banking armangements whereby a loan
could be affected at a reasonable rate of interest . . . but all the
elforts made were unsuccessfull and tended to produce the
conviction that those who controlied the moneyed institutions
of the state either did not choose to do business with us, or
they feared the ill will of a certain class of business men who
considered their interests antagonistic to those of our order
and corporation. At any rate, be the causes what they may, the
cffort to borrow money in a sufhcient quantity failed,

The Texas exchange was suddenly in serious trouble. Obli-
gations assumed by the exchange for supplies shipped 10 sub-
alliances fell due in May, and the agency was unable to meet
them. The Alliance leadership rallied to the exchange., Evan
Jones, the Erath County radical now clevated to state president,
presided over a joint mecting of the order’s executive committee
and the exchange's directors, Finding the exchange’s books in
order, Jones confirmed to his members their hope that “the
entire business s and has been conducted upon sound, con-
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servative, practical business principles.” He added grimly: “It is
time for each brother to realize that faltering now means
unconditional surrender.” Jones and the exchange directors
then announced that “grave and important issues confront us.
« « - Unjust combinations seek to throttle our lawful and legitimate
cfions.” In order that “proof of the existence of this combination™
could be submitted to the membership, the Alliance leaders
“most carnestly recommended” that a mass meeting be held at
the courthouse in cach county of the state on the second Saturday
in_June, At these meetings documentary evidence “disclosing

facts of vast importance™ would be submited along with a plan |

1o meet the crisis,

[}
“The day to save the exchange . ..

That "second Saturday in June” fell on June g. It was a day men
remembered for the rest of their lives. The response to the call
made one fact dramatically clear: the central reality in the lives
of most Southern farmers in the late nineteenth century was the
desire to escape the crop lien.

The farmers came by the thousands to almost 200 Texas
courthouses on june g, 1888, Townspeople in the far reaches
of the state who were not privy to the Alliance internal com-
munication network of circulars, lecturers, or the columns of
the Southern Mercury knew little of the “Farmers Exchange” and
its financial troubles in Dallas. They watched with puzzlement
the masses “of rugged honest faces” that materialized out of the
countryside and appeared at the courthouses of the state. In
scores of county seats, the crush of farm wagons extended for
blocks in every direction, some beyond the town limits. Reporters
remarked about the "carnestness”™ of the effort to save the
exchange and the “grim determined farmers™ who were making
pledges of support 1o some far-off mercantile house. The
correspondent of the Austin Weekly Statesmen recorded that
observers were “completely astonished by the mammoth pro-
portions™ of the turnout. In the far north of Texas, 2000 farmers
from over 100 suballiances in Fannin County marched impas-
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sively down the main street of Bonham behind banners that
proclaimed “The Southern Exchange Shall Stand.™ A brass band
led the procession to the meeting place where Alliancemen stood
for hours in the summer heat to learn about the plight of their
exchange.

Little in the farmers’ expenience led them to doubt the
interpretation of recent events made by their state officers, for
they had been exploited for years. They reported soberly in
their county Alliance journals that “we found the trouble was
that a number if not all of the banks and wholesale merchants
in Texas had wrned against the exchange.” In farmhouses all
over Texas women dug into domestic hideaways for the coins

'~ that represented a family’s investment in the hope of escaping
the crop lien. At a mass meeting in southeast Texas frugal
German farmers collected $637.70 and one of their number
respectfully tendered a five-year lease on some property to the
state exchange for use as it saw fit. In Parker County in northwest
Texas the crowd of farmers was so large the hall could not
accommodate it and the mass meeting moved in a body to
another location. In the county seat of Rockwall, near Dallas, a
“large and enthusiastic mass meeting” lasted from g:00 a.m. to
6:00 p.m., and, though the reporter was hazy about the specifics,

it was clear, he said, that they “intend 10 stand by the exchange.”
The Hays County Alliance wired that it "loves Dr. Macune for
the encmics he has made,” and Lamar Alliancemen paid their
respects 10 newspaper rumors about Macune’s malfeasance by
tending their “thanks and appreciation to the manager of the
state exchange.” County presidents sent wires to cach other as

if the sense of solidarity thus engendered might produce greater
contributions from a membership notoriously low in capital
assets, An East Texas Alliance received telegrams from seven
Jounty Alliances, some halfway across the state. A North Texas

} County contributed $4000 to the exchange, while Gulf Coast
“* Alliancemen pledged several thousand more before adjourning
;‘f to a joint meeting with the Knights of Labor to plan a local
I political ticket. On the old frontier, other gatherings, including
1."" a wellavended mass meeting in drought-wracked Young
l': County, pledged smaller amounts, and in the center of the state

[
I\
\
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Bell County farmers announced that their pledges constituted
“a success in every respect,”

Following this remarkable demonstration from the grass roots,
Macune announced that results “had exceeded expectations”
and that the exchange was on solid footing. But though pledges
seemed to have totaled well over $200,000, the central truth of
the Texas Allsance was that it represented precisely those it said
it did—the great mass of the agricultural poor. A letter to the
Southwest Mercury earlier in the year portended the outcome of
the June g effort: “We voted the $2.00 assessment for the
exchange, and as soon as we are able, will pay it, [but] we are
not able 1o do so at present.” The dignity with which the
admission was made, and the willingness of the Mercury to
eschew proper “promotional” techniques by printing it without
comment, is indicative of the commonplace recognition of
prevailing poverty among great numbers of those intumately
associated with the Alliance movement, landowners and tenants

alike,
In_the light of existing economic conditions in the farming
* districts, June g was indeed a success, but not i (i scale of six

higures. The Texas Exchange evenmally received:something
Gver $80,000 fiom Ws feversh effort._The farmers' pledges
represented their hope for the exchange; their_actual contri-
< "% butions theasured the reality of their means. +7

The exchange survived the se manifestly it was not
mm-'-“mETamwr'_s age-old problem—was (hé éxchange’s

problem t0o. In Dallas, during the summer of 1888, Macune
put his Terale mind 1o work on this old truth that had been so
forcibly reaffirmed to him. Somehow, the farmer’s crop that the
advancing merchants took as collateral had to be utilized by the
farmer to obtain credit directly. Precisely how this could be done
obviously required something less ephemeral than joint notes
that bankers would not honor. But what?

The August 1888 convention of the Texas Alliance provided
a tentative answer. Though the Texans were now at the peak
of their organizational strength and political influence in the
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national agrarian movement, the delegates, representing some
t50,000 Texas Aliancemen, were absorbed in only one issue,
the future of their cooperative exchange. Macune faced an
anxsous gathering of Alliance county presidents and lecturers
* on the convention’s first day. His exhaustive report, running to
sixty-six typewritten pages, presented in minutest detail the
record of his stewardship. The stakes were high and all knew
it. “Not a few there were,” said the Dallas News, “who had come
many a2 mile 10 hear this report and who believed that on this
document depended in a large degree the rise or fall, the success
or destruction of this experiment.” Macune needed all his
persuasive wiles, for his address went beyond a mere defense of
his direction of the exchange. It incduded an entirely new
approach to the central management of agricultural credit. His
months of intensive brooding about the causes of his own and
the exchange's crisis had produced a bold new stratagem: he,

intended to cacape the need fo tedit by genesating e /|
n g pital-from-the-farmers themselves.
Macune the creatio within_the ex-

chafge to issuc its own curyency—cxchange treasury notes—in
payTient. of up 1o _go per cent of the current market-value-of
commodities. Farmers would circulate these notes within the
order by using Them o purchase their su fance
siores. The latter were 1o be strengthen ¢ having each county
Alliaice charter a store of $10,000 capital, half paid in by the

local farmers and the other half by the central exchange. As
outlined by Macune, the plan actually cost the central exchange \
nothing in capital, for it acquired the use of the $10,000 capital i
of each of the county Alliances for half that amount—in effect, }
using the credit of the local stores, The plan, while certainly )
strengthening the local operation, had as its principal intent the
strengthening of the central exchange; indeed, each county
Alliance was to be coerced into subscribing for its proportionate /
per-capita share—on pain of being excluded from the benefits

of the treasury-note plan, The practical effect of establishing a
treasury department in the state exchange, one empowered w0

issue its own currency to Alliance members upon deposit of
warchouse receipts of their commodities, was to expand the
money supply circulating within the order in a way that strength-
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ened the capitalization of both the central exchange and its local
branches,

Macune argued for his treasury-note idea with customary
sweep, dismissing the “cash-only™ Rochdale mheritance of the
Grange as wholly inadequate 10 the task at hand:

We have been talking co-operaton for twenty years, Now we
have made an aggressive movement, It has thrown the whole
community into the wildest confusion. . .. It saved us last year
from one 1o five mallion dollars on our cotton; it saved us forty
percent on our plows; tharty percent on oar engines and gins;
sixty percent on sewing machines; thirty percent on wagons,
o« In spite of all this the question today is: shall we endorse
the aggressive movement, or shall we go back home and say
to the people, we stirved up the bees in the bee tree and made
them make the baggest fuss you ever heard . . . but we declined
the fight and have come back home to starve and let our
children grow up to be slaves. In a nut-shell then, the question
i will you cease an aggressive effort thar promises certain
relief, simply because the opposition howl and curse? '

Macune’s words underscored the fact that he was fighting for
his life as exchange manager and national spokesman for the
Allance. But the experience had shaken the farmers. Alliance-
men stood loyally by Macune, their "past, present, and future
business manager,” but they clearly felt they did not have the
immediate means to implement the treasury-note plan. In
essence, both Macune and the farmers were forced 10 acknowl-
edge that the treasury-note plan, however ingenious, was beyond
the means of the penniless farmers of Texas, The exchange
drew up new by-laws relinquishing, at least for the present, the
basic struggle against the credit system: “all purchases made
from branch exchanges must be for cash, and notice is hereby
given that the books of the exchange are dosed against any
further debit entries.” This was a bitter retreat; it reflected the
behef that if the cooperative effort were ever to make a second
attempt, the exchange had 10 be placed on a sound footing. The
officers betrayed their anxiety by exhorting the membership 10
pay up the joint notes: “settlements are at once required, and
must be made as soon as possible.”
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Yet neither Macune nor his principal advisers in the Texas
leadership appeared 1o be intimidated by the experience or
inchined to shrink from the complexity of managing large-scale
farmer cooperatives, At the Alliance’s second national conven-
tion in Meridian, Mississippi, late in 1888, Macune and another
cooperative theorist from Texas, Harry Tracy, argued earnestly
with state Alliance leaders that the Rochdale system helped only
the thin layer of the agricultural middle dass in the South, that
itignored the crushing needs of the great mass of tenant farmers
and the hundreds of thousands of landowners caught in the
Gydde of debt to merchants. Macune insisted at Meridian that the
-Alliance cooperative had 1o go beyond the joint-stock Rochdale
‘plans of the past. The cenural state exchange, he said,
alculated to benefit The whole class;and not smply Those who
NESuT pIus | money to invest in capital stock; 1t does not aspire

:‘«; and is not CalCULiTed (o5 T BUSTIESS ToT Brot h 1sell."=

Instead of encouraging a number of independent stores
scattered over the country, each in turn to fall a prey to the
opposition, whenever they shall think it of sufhcient importance
1o concentrate 4 fow foroes against it, this plan provides for a
strong central State head, and places sufficent capital stock
there to make that the field for concentrating the fight of the
opposition, and a bulwark of strength and refuge for the local

store cHorts.
WW@UNM an
attempt “to benefit lht whole Tass,” as the Alliance itselfl was
pre - ey did not. Tracy,

Madunes colitague, ¢ rai?l) spelled out the central state
exchange concept and informed North Carolina’s L. L. Polk that
cooperative stores in every Southern hamlet would accomplish
hittle in the way of “financial liberty” as long as “they buy, ship,
and sell independent of each other.” In terms of the mass of
Alliance farmers, Tracy saw no “utility” in lesser cooperative
attempts. Such ideas were inherently radical, of course, though
men like Tracy who were allied with Macune still voted Demo-
cratic and did not regard themselves as political insurgents,

~is e\ acAra
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But the searing educational experience of the cooperative
struggle of 1888 had by no means been restricted to Charles
Macune and the op Alliance leaders. All Texas Alliancemen

had gone to this school. It had conveyed some unique lessons |

about American banking practices. Indeed, to farmer advocates
who sought 10 benefit “the whole class,” the dynamics of the
cooperative movement had also brought a new perspective on
the larger American society, The discovered truth was a simple

, but its political import was radical: the Alliance cooperative
stood little chance of working unless fundamental changes were
made in the American monetary system. This understanding
was the foundation of the Omaha Platform of the People’s Party.

n August 1888 it materialized in the organization that wou

carry it to millions of Americans.

At the 1888 convention of the Texas Alliance, the intense
intellectual discussion of the future of the exchange—and the
cooperative crusade that had generated the climate for such
discussions—brought the agrarian movement to a critical ideo-
logical threshold. In the very months that Macune and the
Alliance leadership labored frantically 1o anchor in place the
cornerstone of the cooperative commonwealth—indeed, in the
very weeks the dirt farmers of the Alliance met, marched, and
contributed in an effort 1o save their exchange—Alliance radicals
quietly and almost imperceptibly achieved(a decisive ideological

kthrough: they conveyed the greenback political heritage
the spreading agrafiaii_movement _as - terpiece of
iance doctiine. "~
\ This seminal development, one that hammered into place the
ideological framework of the famed Omaha Platform of the
People’s Party, was an achicvement riddled with irony, for it was
accomplished over the objections of the most inventive green-
backerjamong.them—Charles Macune. TRIIT happened at all
conclusively verified the ascendency of radicalism within the

"ranks of the Alliance founders.

In April 1888, as Macune searched in vain for bankers who
would honor the collateral of the Alliance Exchange, H.S. P.
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Ashby, one of 5. O. Daws’s original radical organizers, issued a
“waking up drcular” calling for a statewide meeting “for the
purpose of consudenng what steps, if any, should be taken in
the approachmg campaign.” A leader of the carlier independent
I movement which had elected a radical mayor of Fort
Worth in the midst of the Great Southwest Strike of 1886, Ashby
had become a key participant in a loose coalition of like-minded
farmer spokesmen that included Evan Jones, president of the
Texas Alliance; J. R. Bennetw, editor of the Southern Mercury, the
order’s national journal; and, perhaps not surprisingly, William
Lamb. Along with other radicals in the nation in 1888, the
men wanted to construct a third-party political institution to] §°

f(ub&d y. s meeting, convened &5
in Waco in May as the Convention of Farmers, Laborers,\ caa-

and Stock Raisers,” promulgated a six-point platform that fea- | &0
tured the abolition of the national banking system, the_replace-
ment of 1 nanm:nk notes with’ fegal tender treasury notes
issucd on land security, prohibition of alien land ownership, and
“government ownership or control of the means of transpor-
tation and communication.”

Macuné ook time out from his Exchange wars to write a 2/
lengthy letter to the Sowthern Mercury warning the 250,000 Vo
Alliance members in Texas ap_:gmndgmdem.pohual-mmn M
But while Ashby and others held their Waco meeting, Lamb was 7

in Cincinnati assisting in the formal creatio he new natonal ~ 2
“Union Labor Baxty " Back in Fort Worth on July g, 1888, Lamb :

chaired a statewide “Non-Partisan Convention™ which accepted "o
Ashby's Waco platform and added additional planks calling for |
a federal income tax, free coinage of silver, and the enactment

of compulsory arbitration laws. With respect to the railroads,

the phrase “government ownership or control” was aliered to

read “government ownership and control.” No sooner had

Lamb's “non-partisans” finished their work in Fort Worth on

July 4 than the “Texas Union Labor Party” held its inaugural
convention in the same city on July 5. Amid an amusing—and
revealing—overlapping of delegates from the two conventions,

the new Union Labor Panty adopted—without so much as
changing a comma—the platform of the "non-partisans™ written
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two days carlier. The new third party’s nominee for the gov-
ernorship of Texas was no less than Evan Jones, pressdent of
the Texas Alhance. As the struggle to save the Exchange reached
its climax in the summer of 1888, Jones reluctantly decided that
a divisive political campaign would weaken the Alliance at the
moment it needed maximum solidarity to preserve the forward
thrust of the cooperative movement. Therefore, shortly before
the annual convention of the Texas Alliance at Dallas in August
1888, he dedined the nomination “of this noble body of men.”

But at the convention itself—even as Macune made his lengthy

report on the exchange to the auentive delegates—]. M. Perdue

chaired an Alliance commiuee that delivered a radical “report
on the industrial depression” that placed greenback monetary
theory at the heart of Alliance politics. This document, which
concluded with the “Dallas Demands,” conveyed to the agranan
movement the radical greenback heritage; the three documents
written at Waco, Fort Worth, and Dallas between May and
August 1888 provided the entire substance of the St. Louis
Platform adopted by the National Alliance the following year.
With the exception of one monctary proposal which Macune
himself was to provide, the Omiha Platform of the People’s

Party was in-placer——————=52=

These developments revealed clcarl){ghc dynamics that pro-
duced the multi-sectional People's Party: the cooperative crusade
not only recruited the farmers to the Alliance; opposition to the
cooperatives by bankers, wholesalers, and manufacturers gen-
crated a climate that was sufficiently radical w0 permit the
acceptance by farmers of the greenback interpretation of the
prevailing forms of American finance capitalism. Greenback
doctrines thus provided the ideology and the cooperative crusade
provided the mass dynamics for the creation of the People's
Party. Both reached their peak of intensity in the Texas Alliance
in the wmultuous summer of 1888, and the emotional heat
from that experience welded radical greenbackism onto the
farmers’ movement, After 1888, only one step,* a rather sizable

* This scp—the final one involving the political education of the mass
movement -~ the process of politicieation described on pp. 91-99 and 125-8e,
See also Goodwyn, Democratic Promese, pp. 649-52. frs. 34 and 39.
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one, remained to bring to fruition the creation of a mulu-
sectional radical party—the conversion of the bulk of the national |
Alliance membership to the greenback doctrines which had
become the central political statement of the agrarian movement,
Two men, Charles Macune and William Lamb, working toward
opposite purposes, were to provide the tactics that produced
the mass conversion.

L

But in 1888 radical politics was not yet the uppermost thought
in the minds of the growing army of farmers who met in
thousands of suballiances scattered from Florida to Kansas. The
artention of the Alliance was focused on the cooperative crusade.
The Texans offered the agrarian movement a bold blueprint of
large-scale cooperation, and the very promise of this blueprint
recruited farmers by the hundreds of thousands. Large-scale
cooperatives were dangerous, it seemed, but men like Macune
and Tracy, as well as the more radical leadership among the
. Alliance founders, argued that only broadly gauged cooperatives
~ could acquire the capital strength to combat the array of weapons
available to forces of monopoly. Indeed, the more one learned
of the options open to commercial opponents of farmer coop-
eratives, the more imperative centralized exchanges seemed.
One new state Alliance that agreed was Kansas. As the order
moved into its greatest period of growth in 188¢, the “Kansas
Alliance Exchange Company” was chartered as a centralized
marketing and purchasing agency. It later began to publish its
own newspaper, the Kansas Farmers Alliance and Industrial Union.
The National Alliance spread across the Western plains in
188q, through Missouri as well as Kansas, and moved across the
Ohio River into Indiana. Alliance organizers invaded Kentucky
and established enclaves in Oklahoma Territory and Colorado
in the West and Maryland in the East
As a decade of organizing came to an end, one of the Allance's
most striking achievements involved victory over its announced
encmy, a bona fide national “trust.” Cotton bagging had tradi-
tionally been made from jute, and in 1888 a combine of jute
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manufacturers suddenly announced that henceforth jute bag-
ging would be raised from seven cents a yard to cleven, twelve
and, in some regions, fourteen cents a yard. The action lad a
“iribute of some $2,000,000" on the nation’s cotton farmers.
Allance leaders in Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, South Carolina,
Louisiana, and Florida reacted with vigor. The Alliance convened
a South-wide convention in Birmingham in the spring of 1889
to fashion final plans for a boycout throughout the cotton belt.
The state Alliances agreed on common plans for action and
entered into arrangements with scores of mills across the South
for the manufacture of cotton bagging. Some buyers, particularly
in England, complained about the inferior cotton bagging, a
problem Florida farmers ingeniously solved by arranging to
import cheaper jute bagging from Europe and paying for it

with farm produce consigned to the Florida Alliance Exchange.
In Georgia, a rising agrarian advocate, Tom Watson, helped
forify Alliancemen for the struggle by delineating the larger
implications: “It is useless 10 ask Congress to help us, just as it
was folly for our forefathers to ask for relief from the tea ax;
and they revolted . . . so should we.” He added, with an eye to
future struggles, “The Standard of Revolt is up, Let us keep it
up and speed it on.” Georgia Alliancemen 1ook him at his word.
When North Carolina’s Polk appeared at a Georgia Alliance
convention in the middle of the jute war, bhe encountered an
up-country farmer dressed out in cotton bagging who told him
that g6o Alliancemen in his county had uniform suits of it and
“they are lnerally the cotton bagging brigade.” A double wedding
at an Allance Exposition in Atlanta found 20,000 Alliancemen
looking on approvingly as “both brides and both grooms were
attired in couton bagging costumes.” Such innovations testificd
to the fervor with which state and local Alliances threw them.
selves into the battle with the jute trust, but its ultimate outcome
depended on less colorful but more demanding organizational
arrangements to substitute cotton bagging for jute at thousands
of local suballiances across half a continent. The farmers of the
Allance met this test in 1888-8g. and the manufacturing
combine, suddenly awash in its own jute, conceded that the
price-rigging scheme had collapsed. In 18go, Southern farmers

[ ashoe
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were buying foustect=CENT jule Bagging foras-hittle as five cents
a yvard.—

This triumph for cooperative purchasing was matched in
quality, if not in scope, by innovations in cooperative marketing
that emanated from Kansas. At the local level, county alliances
formed a variety of marketing and purchasing cooperatives with
an ¢lan born of their new sense of collective power., But
cooperation in Kansas soon moved beyond the stage of local
efforts. In 188q, the Kansas Alliance entered into joint agree-
ments with the Kansas Grange and the Missouri Alliance and,
in 18go, with the Nebraska Alliance, 1o establish the American
Livestock Commission Company. The experiment in multi-state
marketing of livestock opened in May 1889 with pad-up capital
from farmer members wwotaling $25.000, The effort proved
successful from the start. Within six months the commission
company had over $40,000 in profits to distribute to its members.
The animosity toward the cooperative among commission com-
panies scarcely promised a serene future, however.

WWWM“‘
summey_of 1886, 7Tt y months of operation, the Texas
Exchange, unable o market its joint notes in banking circles

and therefore unable o respond to insistent demands from its
creditors, went Lunder, Ihe Texas effort, the first to be chartered,
was thus the first to fail. mnxmy
through the entire South Was the AllGnCE AIEANTUNAttainable?
Were the Texas lecturers wrong? As the Allance grew, so did
the burdens of explaining and proving its program of self-help,
With increasing frequency the Alliance founders, driven by the
difficulties of cooperation, had 0 explain 10 farmers that the
opposition to their movement derived from the self-interest of
gold-sta d financiers who administered and profited by the

existing/natibnal banking system. Greenhack-doctrT@TwaTTthus
sdngly marshalled to del of l.ugt-

numbgrs of Alliamt lecturers. The farmers had joincd the
Alliante ¢ rative 10 escape the crop lien in the South and the
chauel mortgdge in the West, and the failure of cooperatives,

AGA,
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particularly the huge model experiment in Texas, spread deep
concern through the ranks of the Farmers Alliance. Wherever
a cooperative failed for lack of credit, greenbackism surged hike
arat7through the organizational structure of the agrarian

I

movement. Slowly, the Omaha Platform of the People’s Party |

was germinating.

Charles Macune was not present in Dallas for the death of the

exchange, for the ubiquitous Alliance leader now operated out
of Washington, where he edited the new Alliance national
newspaper. The National Ecomomist, underwritten by Texas

Alliancemen, became, under Macune's tutelage, casily the best |
edited journal of agricultural economics in the nation. Circula- |

tion soon passed 100,000, As the Alliance organization completed
its second year as a national institution, the enigma that was Dr,

Charles W. Macune rivaled that of the cooperative crusade itself

as a case study in complexity. Macune’s belief that cooperation

must serve landless tenants and others bound to the crop lien |
system stamped him as an economic radical, yet he remained |

firmly traditional on political issues and adamantly opposed o

conservative class of citizens in lhu country,’

‘*@H’t

Preciscly what the Alliance movement was in the process of
becoming could scarcely have been predicted by the farmers
themselves from the contradictory events of 1888-8g. Only one
thing was cemtain: the Alliance was attempting to construct,

within the framework of American capitalism, some variety of |

cooperative commonwealth. Precisely where that would lead was
unclear. More than any other Allianceman, Charles Macune had
felt the power of the corporate system arrayed alongside the
power of a self-help farmer cooperative. He had gone to the
bankers and they had replied in the negative. Though his own
farmer assocates had said “yes,” they could not marshall enough
resources to defeat the crop lien system. Macune knew that an

~all talk of a third party. Macune was able 1o summarize all these |
ideas in a single sentencg: “The people we seek to relieve from |
the oppression of unjust conditions are the largest and most
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exchange of considerably reduced scope could be constructed
on a sound basis within the means available to organized farmers.
One could avoid the credit problem simply by operating cash
stores for afluent farmers.

But while he was an orthodox, even a reactionary ml\l
philosopher, and still a political traditionalist, C. W. Macune was |
obsessed with the need 1o create a democratic monetary system?”
The pressure of the muldplmmﬁﬂ%um
him 1o leadership amid the Cleburne schism, to fame as an
organizer and national leader during the Southern expansion,
to crisis and potential loss of political power over the exchange,
and to constant mancuvering against his driving, exasperating,
creative left wing—all, taken together, conpoined to carry Macune
to a conception of the uses of democratic government that was
beyond the reach of orthodox political theorists of the Gilded
Age. Out of his need for personal exoneration, out of his -
ambition, and out of his exposure to the realitics in the daily
lives of the nation’s farmers, Macune in 1889 came to the sub-
l%l’olﬁlkally, his proposal was a theoretical and
psychological breakthrough of considerable implication: he pro-
posed to mobilize the monetary authority of the nation and put
i to work in behalf of a sector of its poorest citizens through the
creation of a system of currency designed to benefit everyone
in the “producing classes,” including urban workers.

The main outlines of the sub-treasury system gradually un-
folded in the pages of the National Economist during the summer
and fall of 188qg. There can be no question that Macune saved
his proposal for dramatic use in achieving, Ainally, a national
merger of all the nation’s major farm and labor organizations.
He now planned that event for St. Louis in December 1889,
when a great “confederation of labor organizations,” convened
by the Alliance, would attempt to achieve a workable coalition
of the rural and urban working classes, both North and South.

But the sub-unsury was more than a tactical adjunat 10
organizational expansion. Macune’s concept was the intellectual
culmination of the cooperauve crusade and directly addressed

s most compelling liability—inadequate credit, Thﬂro:n_gh’hu—
sub-treasury system, the federal government would TRderwrite
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t'ﬁs_smp:miymm_ixuinmmnbachlapmidc.msﬁt for the
farmer’s crops, creating the basis of a more flexible national
currency in the process; the necessary marketing and purCIuRIng
facilities would be achieved through government-owned ware-
houses, or “sub-treasuries,” and through federal sub-treasury
centificates paid to the farmer for his produce—credit which
would remove furnishing merchants, commercial banks,—and
chattel morigage companies from American agriculture. The
sub-treasury “certificates” would be government-issued green-
tiacks, “full legal tender for all debes, public and private,™in the
words of the Alliance platform. As outlined at St. Louis in 188,
the sub-treasury system was a slight but decisive modification of
the treasury-note plan Macune had presented to the Texas
Alliance the year before. Inteliectually, the plan was profoundly
innovative. It was to prove far 0o much so for Gilded Age
America.

In its own time, the sub-treasury represented the political
equivalent of full-scale greenbackism for farmers. This was the
plan’s immediate import: it defined the doctrine of fiat money
in clear terms of self-interest that had unmistakable appeal 10
farmers desperately overburdened with debt, As the cooperative
crusade made abundantly clear, the appeal extended 1o both
West and South, to Kansas as well as to Georgia. Macune's
concept went beyond the generalized greenbackism of radicals
such as William Lamb to a specific practical solution that appealed
directly to farmers in a context they could grasp. But more than
this, the sub-treasury plan directly benefited all of the nation’s
“producing classes™ and the nation’s economy itsell. For the
greenback dollars for the farmers created a workable basis for
a new and flexible national currency originating outside the
exclusive control of Eastern commercial bankers. Beyond the
benefits 1o the economy as a whole, Macune’s system provided
broad new options to the United States Treasury in giving private
citizens access to reasonable credit. As Macune fully understood,
the revolutionary implications of the sub-treasury system went
far beyond its immediate value to farmers.

The line of nineteenth-century theorists of an irredeemable
currency—one that included such businessmen as Kellogg and
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Campbell and extended to such labor partisans as Andrew
Cameron—culminated in the farmer advocate; Charles Macune.
As Macune argued, the agrarian an-greenbackism underlying his
suyremslcm provided organizational cohesion between
Southern and Western farmers. he did not foresee, it also
provnded polmcal cohesion for a radjcal third party. The People’s
Party was to wage a frantic campaigh to wrest effective operating
control of the American monetary system from the nation's
commercial bankers and restore/it, “in the name of the whole
people,” to the United States Treasury. It was a campaign that
was never to be waged agaln S20
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