
The Virginia Democracy In 1897 

Silver-Plated Con ervatism 

By HA R R y p OJ DEX T · R~ 

I N 189 the D.emo ratic party in "_irginia yielded to agrarian ra~i
cal , embracing th J3r ·an fr e- t1 er platform and £usmg \ 1th 

Populi t . IL· reward, de pite the revolt o "sound money" men was 
a resounding victory in the tate.' In the wake of this bit er cam
I ai n, the irginia Demo ra y was on ranted with perpl xing 
problem growing om of the le tion and the economic di u·c of 
the era. a ed with a di\ ·a d part , mocratic I ader sought to 
onciliatc onservative busin interests without abandonin · the 

highly popular feature of Bryan' radi al platform. heir pr blem 
wa. made more ti kli h becau the movement of ex-Populi ts back 
L the pany had to be cuhivated without ielding compl tcly to 
th ir in urg ncy. Growing demands for economic re renchment at cl 
political reform within the tale government-logi al conseqll nces 
o( the cmiment whi h had brought ab lit Br an' nomination, but 
potentiaJly danger u to D mo ratic omrol-n d d to be ore-
talled until their tn:ngth and li.rection could be gauged. 

The chic[ architc t o · Bryan's vi t0ry in Virginia had been 
nator John". Daniel of L nchburg indi putably the mo l popu

lar man in the state and long a free- ilver proponent. On the eve of 
the tate ·mocrati onvention in 1896 he had won o er ro bime-
tallism hi natorial olleagu , · homa . Martin, who had gained 
great notoriet • in 1 93 b defeating tJ1c hjghly popular Fit1..hugh 

ee for th nited , tate enat . fter a bitter cont t in the tate 
l gislature, !vfartin had surpri i ngly unhor eel Lee nd th re were 
charges tliat railroad money was Martin' secret weapon. Whether 
the accu ation wa tru or not the new enator \\a known to be a 
poke man for raihoad interc and to. ha e doe onnection ,,·itJ1 

her bu ine. grnu1 . His relu tant conversion to free silver in 1896 
had been a surpri ing a his decision over Lee. everthelc. Mar
tin' a quic ence in Lhe popular clamor had moved the party ma-

'This paper was lhc winner of the gradtrnte division in 19r,4. ~Ir. Poindexter, " native 
of Virginia, graduated from J •flcrson High d1ool, Roanoke in 194~ ~nd reccivccj his_ 13.A. 
from Roanoke "ollege in 19~3. Now a tfludufate fOl a Pb.D. degree al the Umversuy of 
Virginia, he r cei1ed his ;\!.,\. there in June_, 1955. 
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chinery into the Brran camp because. _en;n bdo,c Im_ k ~on ~ic 
had been building an organi,ation which gnd~ally_garned co1111ol 
of Lhe Demociacy during th<. 189o's.• ~fan) · s1h c11t◄ _D ., 
ho,\·e,·cr, were to ha\'e cau~e to doubt the since, ity ol dm comc1 va-
tivc comc.:u,ion dm ing th<. poliuca.l balllc:. of 189;_. . ,, 

1 he slate convention of 1896 had been a "silver c-arn1val. 5 
Man} sound-mone} Dcmocr.us ,, ho ft.It th.it tht p'lrt\ 1. I I_ n 
hopelc.ssly capttned bv Populists withdrew 10 hclp fo1:111 the Nauon
.11 Democratic pan} and to work in clo,c ha11non~ , 1th th R p11b 
limn forces of :\1cKinley. These "gold Democrat~" wet e drawn 
mo)tl} from bthtnC~ and profc,')ional gtoup:. in th t b n • a,, 
and their stren~th is difficult Lo evaluate. Among them were some 
of the mo~L prominent leader:. 0£ the. Dcmoc, a tic p.1 t) n I Late, 
including Covet nor Chai ks T. O'Fe1 rail.~ 

'I heir chief organ was the Richmond T .s JO , Ii l L, 
William L. Royall and owned by Jo!>cph P. B1 yan, builder ol the 
Georb1a Pacific R;1ilroad. Whether <.r1orl\ -;hould b I de ·, 
back this dissident clement in 1897 n."ma111ed a debated ..,~uc 11ntil 
the · ne com·c:ntion m .\u . .;u,t 

The currency issue o{ the 131 yan campaign provided t hr Sil 011g 

c,t sl11dd , 1th , hich the Dcmoc a tic (':lft\ cot Id , u d o <l 1 1' 
for reforms within the state in 1897. Enlll'nched behind 1hc ~tlvu 
mani th \'ir i;rnia 1), mo raC\ ho ·t;J si., '1S o( ext nsi, co1 

t1'm which calkd inw guc~tion the !>tllcenty of ra<lic',1l uunanre::. of 
ih o, sc.. Th -re , ue d finit ind atio 1s ti t i1 t 15i 1~1 I 1 

numbers of Virgmiam po~,csscd sympathy fo1 the ~p1rit ol prn1-,>Te~-
1ve I or 11 ,d11ch h d b ·conll so i111po t:tnt • f.-c or i I I· ,Iii . 

ITon<.:~L elenions, cconom} in government, and mo11..: diru t dunoc-
1 10 1 c1 t·d a, ,ignifc .. nt ·,sue., in LI c sta e in ~- But tl•c pu-
1.tr St 11,uo1 Da111cl, \\hose ,t·at \\,tS to he filled that )L,tr, the sphin:-,;-
1,ke \lanin and tht ma hinc , of the part, ref ,,·d to be to 
popul.ir clis~ati~L1ctio11 ,,·ith an outd.ued tOthltLUtton and 1101011 
oush torrupt ekction practice, \Vilh Rqmblil 111., 1ua11 lin , , 
pao·onage and Popult,ts uncen,,in ahout a plan of anion, this gt oup 
manap"d to curb all ,tatt. ,, ide auempts at reform ,, ilhm t cl 1 ,~; 

to clw pa11y. 1 he m,111eu,ninR~ of 1897 1e,c1lcd the consel\,tti\l 
core of the DemocraC\ dc,pite an O\cila, of free sil\lr and B1 an\ 
111ilit.111t n,1tion.1l platform. 

·1 he first thrust for reform was aimed at the st ttc cnthtitution 
.1.nd dominated pol1t1cs during the first five months ol rhc )ear. 
hom the area bct,\'(•cn 1 ,nchhurg ind Richmond I c1 , arc, , fo, 
a cor1't1t~ttonal c~n\lntio11 to propo~e amendmenh for I efot ming 
the ckct1on marhmtn and to ~implif y the C:\p 11'i\'c ju lici I and 
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administrative systems.6 The Underwood Constitution of 1868 
under which Virginia ·was operating provided that every twenty 
years, or whenever the General Assembly so voted, there should be 
an election for deciding ·whether to assemble a convention to offer 
amendments to the constitution. · 

A popular referendum for a constitutional convention failed 
in 1888, and the question had fluctuated in interest £or a decade.7 
As the nineties wore on, however, the depressed financial condition 
which had given birth to free silver also reduced state revenues. At 
the same time, Virginia was facing a growing interest rate on its 
public debt. The Century Bonds through which the debt contro
versy had been settled in 1891-1892 stipulated that the rate of in
terest on January 1, 190 L, ·would rise from two to three percent, 
adding about $200,000 annually to expenditures.s Consequently, a 
reduction in expenses through a wide-spread modification of govern
mental agencies seemed imperative. 

Because of fraudulent election practices by the Democratic 
party, political morality joined with financial stringency to bring 
the issue to another vote in 1897. Republicans had won twenty of 
the thirty-nvo predominantly white counties in Southwest Virginia 
in 1896. Yet, in counties where Republican Negroes outnumbered 
whites, the Democrats had rolled up large majorities,9 Republicans 
and gold Democrats immediately claimed that Democratic election 
officials had so controlled the ballot boxes that Negro votes were 
either voided or cast for the wrong party, and there is evidence to 
support such charges. •0 l\!Ioreover, election machinery in the state 
was organized perfectly to achieve these results. 

Under the constitution, the franchise was given to all males 
over twenty years of age who had lived in Virginia for one year 
and in the area of registration for three months. The mechanics 
of elections, however, were based on the Walton election law of 
1894. Passed almost unnoticed during the furor over Martin's 
election, this act introduced the Australian ballot and continued 
the control of elections by a three-man board for each precinct. It 
also provided for constables, elected by this board, to aid the il
literate in marking the complicated ballot. The act was originally 
aimed at controlling the Negro-Republican vote. Since candidates 
were not listed under any sort of party banner, ignorant Negroes 
were almost helpless under it. In practice, ho·wever, the law was 
used against whites and even against Democrats. "Martin Demo
crats" controlled the boards and used their positions to accomplish 
the twofold purpose of the law: the disfranchisement of Negroes 
and the vigilant protection of the Democratic machine. 11 Even 
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before I g the effe ti, 1en · f tl · Lhoc 
Mark l anna n decl mu h er ·on be 
Virginia to aid . le inl am n. 12 
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for con tiLuLion l 1 
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I O 00 lO 

1 n hm nt r 
emand 
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of Dan ille in Pitt ,em Ill 

ju tift d it in the in 11,•~ a 
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a to what a ti n t.l ·op t • • 

ample, the orfolk Landma ll'g~d 
a favorable vat , but their irt d. h J.rrnd-
marll admined eccl fo1 i •c.:rnmcnt l tl was 
· o ok i an ent whi h w uld 

ti m-. reat lo r ublirnn \ otc. 
le ape he l be pul · · m 
n d a o ,, hich c r ia n I} d. 

Il urged that ll · em a t ke tht' I idc-
wat er ind ·i 1e bulk of the r ,. 1 

·Le the 1 · ti papc 1 

min hin I t tion 1 e o . 
burr Index-App . twrnt s. and other o· I Dem-
ocrat paJ r cmpha the n d for a implcr, er n o[ 
govern · har with the •xi ting s m r uc. 15 

Fr C· i lik the Ri hmon I . rate and a , ilJ 
Dail II d Lhi horn . 16 

( econom argue 1 that at l a11nu.dl) 
coul I,•; and adYan d variou ide o- it. Suo-

e ti ud d a r due · in th numbe1 udg and 
an c 1 of their du , a mailer •duca.ti m 
anti criminal exp 'n , d ·ascs in sta w ,- t,iLe 

l tion .• .\!thou h the wa mu h c · the wa\' 
econom' might b • obtain it wa gene h manv 
oppo ing a nv ntion. t.hat the tatc del>t w :1 uuu' 
quc tion. In fact the Richmond Di. jJritcli. a cmoci ,ll ic 
ma hin. paper ~11d th~ on ·mp01 tam tall: paper to a 1 p e th 
con cnt1on r al11cd Lill n 'tv.10 
. Thoe "ho want cl fin 'r ·[orn, but opJ d the c m n-

t1011 char 0 ed that the o I h a atherin ukl not l)l bni ne 
b) the t,~te_ ~nd that 1he con titution air ad 1miuL·d th, J •gi. 
~atme Lo ~~ll1ate. mendmc11 . \\ hilc thi: pro wa 1im ,·on 11111. 

m r-requirmg th' approval ol two on ( utivc legi lature. bclor. a 
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popular referendum could be held-it was the plan favored by the 
Dispatch, certain papers in northern Virginia, and the Charlotte 
Gazette. 20 \•Villingness to leave amendments to this slow method 
had significant roots which were embedded in the controversy over 
election reform, a revision with which a considerable number of 
Democrats had no sympathy. 

The Populist party and gold Democrats led the fight for honest 
elections-the second goal of a constitutional convention. They were 
joined by ardent free-silver Democrats who believed that their 
efforts in recent years to capture the party bad been defeated be
cause of illegal election practices on the part of conservative "ma
chine" officials. Since early in 1896 gold Democratic papers had 
been attacking the dishonest tactics of the controlling wing of the 
party. 21 In March, 1897, sixty or more of the leading Virginia 
Populists assembled in Lynchburg and demanded a constitutional 
convention which would erect a non-partisan election law toward 
which the party had labored for years. Free-silver Democrats joined 
the clamor. 22 

But, as in the case of administrative reforms, convention sup
porters were split over the manner in which honest elections should 
be achieved. One wing of the gold Democrats was convinced that 
the currency issue would never be honestly decided on its merits 
in Virginia until the white population was assured that there was 
no possibility of a recurrence of the Negro-Republican domination 
of Reconstruction days. Shortly after the 1896 campaign the Rich
mond Times insisted that "one 0£ the mafr1 arguments used by 
the silverite press against the efforts of [gold] Democrats ... ·was 
to reproach them with a purpose to 'negTofy' Virginia." 23 The 
Negro question aroused old fears and "caused many men to look 
no further than this standing source of anxiety, and to shut their 
eyes and vote blindly for the party that would 'down the nigger' .'' 2 4 

A convention could eliminate this political smoke-screen by restrict
ing Negro suffrage through educational qualifications for voting. 

Not all gold Democrats were willing to sacrifice the political 
privileges of Negroes in the interests of the gold dollar. 25 Even "gold 
bugs" who favored holding a constitutional convention were split 
over its purposes. Nor were Populists inclined to favor disfranchise
ment of the Negro. Their goal was an extension of democracy, not 
a restriction of it. They "':ere not swayed by those who tried to give 
a moral tone to disfranchisement by arguing that it would do "away 
with the demoralizing temptation ... of accomplishing this result 
by fraudulent methods." 26 

Uncertainty over the outcome of a constitutional convention 
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certainly dealt the reform movement a severe _b!ow. Furthermore, 
Republicans and some Populists-the tw~ polrncal groups ,vhtch 
had suffered most from the Walton electron law-feared that the 
dominant faction of the Democratic party would control the elec
tion of delegates to any convention. 21 Acutely aware of their rel~ance 
on the Negro vote, Virginia Republicans in 1896 _ha~ emphat'.c~lly 
denounced the rapid convention method of const1tut10nal rev1s10n. 
The party remained officially opposed in 1897.28 

Despite this, the regular Democracy professed concern that the 
split in party ranks over the currency issue made calling a conven
tion too risky for the white population. The door might be sud
denly opened to a Negro-Republican constitution and the horrors 
of Reconstruction. In vain, liberal Democratic papers and the 
"gold bug" press decried such a possibility: the Republicans and 
Negroes were too apathetic to be a menace.•g The Richmond Dis
patch, which stirred up white £ears throughout the spring,3° was 
accused of "carrying party loyalty to a ridiculous extreme, so ridi
culous as to arouse a suspicion that in this case party fealty is a 
mere subterfuge."3 1 The sound-money Daily News 0£ Staunton 
lamented that the "Dispatch doubtless voices the machine, which 
is against it; Thomas S. Martin and [Congressman] Peter J. Otey 
are silent as the tomb on the subject [of a convention], and it will 
be voted down."3 2 The champion of the movement, State Senator 
Withers despaired of success: the Negroes, Republicans and "the 
officeholding class of the Democratic party" were solidly against 
it.33 

From the standpoint of self interest, the "bloated and gouty 
office holders,"s4 had every reason to be hostile. With the -,Walton 
Act effectively controlling the Negro, nothing could be o-aincd by 
tampering with the franchise. Furthermore, by economizing in the 
numb:r ~£ state offices an effective means of welding a strong party 
orgamzat10n would be weakened. Althouo-h Senators :Martin and 
D 

. 0 

amel never bothered to take a position on the convention issue 
publicly, it appeared that the party machinery, hesitant to block the 
mo:ement, was really hostile.35 It is significant that the Lynchburg 
Dazly Advance,_ own~d and edited_ by Carter Glass, a strong sup
porter. of Damel, failed to ment10n the question in the weeks 
precedmg the vote, yet Glass himself favored holding the conven
tion.36 Micajah Woods, Commonwealth's Attorney of Albemarle 
Cou_nty who h~d b~e~ permanent chairman of the 1896 state Demo
crau~ convent10n, ms1sted that it might be dangerous to call a con
vent10n because of the "poverty and despair among the masses of 
our people." 37 Party leaders unquestionably felt that whatever risks 
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might be involved in jgnoring the groundswell behind the move
ment were lessened by its diversity of objectives and could be over
come by relying on the free silver frenzy to rally public support. 
The popularity of Bryanism was more than enough to overide any 
hostility which the party would incur in ignoring the demands for 
state-wide reform. 

Nevertheless, two Martin stalwarts, Congressmen Otey and 
Claude A. Swanson, made public their support of the convention. 
Otey, who had helped build the Lynchburg and Durham Railroad 
and who had been elected to Congress in 1894 from the Third 
District, based his stand on the fact that a Democratic legislature 
had called for the vote, conveniently forgetting that at the 1896 
party convention the Resolutions Committee had allowed such a 
proposal to die quietly during the currency row. Swanson, of 
Chatham in Pittsylvania County, avoided stating why he favored 
the plan.8 8 It should be noted that both of these men represented 
areas in which the support of Populists had to be courted and where 
fraudulent election practices ·were most notorious. Furthermore, in 
the light of the refusal of a surprising number of important Demo
crats to take a stand, one must conclude that here were two aber
rations chargeable to local politics, especially since neither Otey 
nor Swanson showed more than lukewarm support. 

It is impossible to explain a"vay opposition toward a conven
tion within Democratic ranks as merely machine hostility, however. 
In view of developments later in the year, the opinion of Congress
man ·william A. Jones of v\larsaw in the First District is interesting. 
Jones was rapidly becoming Martin's chief opponent within the 
party th.rough his leadership of liberal elements returning to the 
Democratic fold as Populism declined. He might have been expect
ed to support a convention in order to entice Populist votes and 
perhaps to destroy machine control of elections in order to fight 
Martin successfully. Many people were no doubt amazed when 
Jones, in an interview on April 5, insisted that party schisms and 
a great disagreement as to goals made calling a convention a mistake. 
Admitting that county government and the judiciary system could 
be improved, he contended that legislative amendments would be 
more efficient and economical. More surprising was his attitude 
toward a possible educational requirement for voting. With shrewd 
reasoning, he asserted that such a system would not only be of tem
porary effectiveness but might eventually bring disaster to the 
Democratic party. He noted that most young r egroes, who made 
up the "most disorderly, improvident, and objectionable element," 
would not be eliminated by this qualification. Instead, the older 
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on n timting ''th t Jaw-abiding and on erv, ti · mem-
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Glass' Lynchburg News contended that the negative vote did not 
mean that most Virginians were satisfied with the constitution.46 
:'--lthough at_ first believ!ng the whole question no longer a political 
issue, the Richmond Dispatch was soon hoping that time would be 
given in the coming Democratic state convention to state problems, 
especially to a reduction of expenses.47 Reference to election reform 
was conspicuously absent. . 

To gold Democrats, the issues behind the convention move-
1nent offered a common gTotmd on which they could rejoin the 
Democracy in the state campaign if only the currency issue were 
forgotten a while. In replying to a telegram from the New York 
Journal, Governor O'Ferrall asserted that Populistic currency poli
cies and attacks on the Supreme Court would have to be dropped 
by Democrats if national reunion were to achieved behind such 
fundamental Democratic principles as opposition to monopolies and 
protective tariffs. Local issues, be said, must be the keynote of 
1897.48 The Richmond Times hammered hard on this theme 
throughout the spring and early summer, proclaiming that national 
issues had no place in state politics. That paper seemed blissfully 
unaware that if its contention were true it should not oppose state 
candidates because of questions on which state officers could not act. 

In trying to limit politics to state problems, Virginia boJ ters 
were merely following the national pattern o[ gold Democrats.49 
But several factors precluded success in Virginia. Republicans, split 
wide open over patronage in the state and saddled with the unpopu
lar Dingley tariff, offered "goldbugs" no effective alliance. More
over, in 1897 national issues were necessarily highlighted because 
the General Assembly to be elected that year would be called upon 
to fill Daniel's Senate seat. Many members would still be in office 
in 1899 when Senator Martin's term expired. Thus the Richmond 
Dispatch had a valid argument in claiming that the national issues 
of 1896 could not be ignored.5° And when a gold paper clamored 
that it would be folly to Teaffirm the platform adopted by the 
Democratic National Convention at Chicago, the Richmond State, 
in a blast obviously aimed at Governor O'Ferrall, declared that 
the party could not again take a chance on having "enemies to its 
principles in disguise in charge of the party machinery in any 
office .... "5 1 

From the first there seemed little doubt that the 1 896 Chicago 
platform would be endorsed at the coming state convention, despite 
the furor raised by gold papers. The Virginia Democracy was look
ing beyond local elections and girding for the coming fight which 
Bryan had promised shortly after his defeat.5• "vVe must so work 
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August, the race for governor had been decided. There were only 
two major contenders: J. Hoge Tyler of Radford, a gentleman 
farmer and ardent silverite who offered great appeal to agrarian 
elements and to people in the Republican Southwest; and J. Taylor 
Ellyson, president of a Richmond loan company. Ellyson had been 
mayor of Richmond, state senator, and chairman of the Democratic 
state committee almost continuously since 1890. Although a gold 
man at Chicago he had acquiesced in the silver plank and 
had won acclaim for his work as state chairman in 1896.62 Tyler 
was the more popular candidate, for Ellyson, accused of being a 
"goldbug" at heart and a machine politican, suffered also from 
the popular prejudice against making a Richmond man governor.Ga 
Ellyson was charged with reversing "an opinion (on the currency 
issue] today with the hope of obtaining a benefit tomorrow," and 
warned about "riding two fiery steeds going in opposite directions, 
with the inevitable fate of being dropped between." 64 \I\Tithout a 
doubt Ellyson was in an uncomfortable position: if he had repudi
ated the party in 1896 he would have been labelled a traitor; since 
he had not, he was called a po1itical acrobat. To counter this senti
ment Ellyson wrote on j'vfay 21 an open letter in which he set forth 
his advocacy of free silver and stated that if elected governor he 
would fill any vacancy in the United States Senate with a man 
"thoroughly in accord with the [state] platform .... "65 

Ellyson, in spite of his party position, was not the hand-picked 
candidate of the Democratic organization. A trip to ·washington 
in April did not succeed in getting for him the endorsement of 
either Virginia Senator or any Congressman, none of whom openly 
supported either Tyler or Ellyson prior to the state convention. 
Furthermore, he was even unable to block the efforts of Tyler forces 
to nominate delegates from Richmond to the state convention on 
a pro-rata basis instead of by the method existjng elsewhere of 
giving all the delegates to the candidate who won the local primary. 
As a result, Tyler got thirty of the seventy-eight delegates from 
Richmond. "Slaughtered in the house of his friends," Ellyson 
quickly fell behind in the pre-convention race and received real 
support only in the Southside and eastern Virginia.6 6 Tyler rapidly 
built up almost a four to one majority as the Valley, Southwest, 
Piedmont, and even parts of Ellyson's area rallied behind him. 
By August 1, his nomination was virtually assured. 67 

Tyler was a gentleman "farmer in politics," owning nearly 
2,000 acres near Radford in Southwest Virginia. Born in 1846 of 
Presbyterian Scotch ancestry, he neither smoked nor drank. His 
friends chided him that a journey across Virginia at the age of 
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"h~ve been ha1:dled with clean hands, free from jobbery and pecu
lauons of all kinds.";~ Obviously, reform in the direction of honest 
elections had been throttled. 

In choosing Tyler there had been no u·ouble. The nomination 
of a running mate proved almost as easy. Despite the fact Lb.at he 
had made no elTort to become lieutenam governor, only two ballots 
were needed to nominate ex-State Senator Edward Echols of Staun
ton whose currency record possessed the same element of expediency 
as Ell)'Son's.75 The gratuitous insult which Echols' nomination gave 
to the party's Populist allies of the previous year was further proof 
of the self-confidence of the Demoo·acy in 1897. 

The Populists at their state convention in July had demon
strated their willingness to support the Democratic ticket.7,1 To this 
end they had made only one nomination, that for lieutenant gov
ernor. For this position they chose Edmund S. Cocke, a native of 
Cumberland County and in 1893 Populist candidate for governor. 
A committee o( five, headed by the famed James G. Field of Albe
marle, was named to present Cocke's name to the Democrats and 
it received amhority to name a full ticket if the attempt at fusion 
failed. The Populists Lhen proceeded to adopt a platform calling 
for a new election law. "\ 1\Te cannot," the party declared, "co-operate 
with any party that does not pledge itself to this rcform."75 And so, 
desiring fusion but not absorption, fighting for principles rather 
than offices, the Populists appeared at the Roanoke convention, 
were seated, and in due time had Cocke's name placed before that 
body., 6 .\lthough great protests from Democrats arose, the extenl 
of fusion sentiment was considerable. In the field of seven candi
dates on the first ballot, Echols Jed with 399½, but surprisingly 
Cocke was second with 298-more than sixty ahead o( the next man. 
After this show of strength, however, Cocke fell to fifty-two on the 
next ballot which norn inated Echols. 

Primarily, the election law issue blocked the proposed fusion. 
Unwillingness to antagonize further conservative elements and the 
knowledge that Republicans could offer no effective opposition in 
that year must also have played a part. Therefore, the Populists' 
proffer o( friendship was rebuffed by the choice of a man kno1,vn 
to favor the gold standard at heart.77 

On the second day, the selection of a nominee for attorney 
general produced a fight lasting five hours, but it quickly nan:ow~d 
down to two men: Andrew Jackson Montague, a federal D1stnct 
Attorney from Danville and an ardent Daniel supporter who was 
endorsed by Swanson; and Francis S. Lassiter of Petersburg, also 
a free-silver man and former federal District Attorney, as well as 
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either ignored or received only lip-service. There was no mention 
0£ the need for honest elections. Indeed, from the platform, one 
cou~d not tell that there had ever been a controversy raging over it 
durmg the year. In urging economy in state government, no solid 
program was proposed; instead, the plank was already warped and 
weakened by the phrase "consistent with efficiency." Thus the plat
form became a curious mixture of radicalism on national issues and 
conservatism on important state questions. On national issues, 
remote and standing little chance of success, the party did not hesi
tate to yield to popular sentiment. On state problems, immediate 
and threatening to undermine not only the dominant conservative 
wing 0£ the Democracy but the party itself, the Virginia Democracy 
drifted and hedged. 

The conservative spirit behind the party was made even more 
obvious in the fight over a plank which did not appear in the 
platform. Less than a month before the convention, the "\N'arsaw 
Northern Neck News began an earnest campaign to have approved 
by the party some sort of plan whereby a Democratic primary would 
be held to make known the popular choice in electing United States 
Senators. It was proposed that Democrats in Lhe General Assembly 
would be morally bound to vote for the man endorsed by the 
people, and that as a result the greatest degree of democracy could 
be gained consistent with the federal Constitution. Furthermore, 
machine methods in politics would receive a blow. Since Daniel's 
reelection would be highly popular anyway and because time was 
too short to use the plan in 1897, the paper asked only that the 
Democratic state committee be instructed to draw up details for 
use in 1899. 84 

The question of senatorial primaries was not new. Congress 
had previously ki11ed two attempts at amending the Constitution 
to aliow direct election of senators. South Carolina already had one 
senator elected by the method suggested for Virginia. Furthermore, 
in Virginia the question had been aggravated by Martin's election 
in direct opposition to the will of the people. Since 1895 the Democ
racy itself was proving a more fertile ground for the idea as many 
Populists returned to the party still eager for greater popular sover
eignty.85 

It soon became apparent that v\Tilliam A. Jones was the author 
of the plan championed by the "\N'arsaw paper. In the short interval 
befoi-e the convention, the proposal stirred up considerable debate. 
Several newspaper rallied behind the idea, although few with the 
enthusiasm of the Northern Neck News. 86 "The senatorial primary 
question is looming up boldly," said the Dispatch on August 8. It 
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believed that "after one or two good, strong, rousing speeches are 
made for a primary .... there will be a scramble of delegates to 
'get into the bandwagon.' . . . The project itself is sou_nd ~nd 
popular; all that is needed to ensure its succe.ssful execut10n 1s a 
carefully-drawn plan, legalized by law. And tlus the ~oanoke co:i
vention may and should provide for." But with the Negro vote 111 

mind, the paper urged that "the safety of the Democratic party" be 
especially protected by a "practical plan." 81 The idea of a party 
senatorial primary gained gT01.rnd so rapidly that many expected 
the Roanoke convention to act favorably on it. Prominent Demo
crats throughout the state liked it,88 and as late as August 7, the 
Dispatch, supposedly the machine organ, was saying, "'Ve have 
heard of no public man who is opposed to the proposition."· 

Nevertheless, powerfol opposition was developing. It came into 
view when Jones presented his plan on August 11 to the Resolutions 
Committee of which he was a member and Daniel chairman. There 
a long, bitter battle was waged over it.89 After much debate, the 
Jones group offered to accept merely a declaration committing the 
party to the primary principle, leaving details for future considera
tion. But even this conciliatory approach brought unexpected op
position from Senator Daniel on the ground that the plan contem
plated an evasion of the Constitution. Such friends of Senator Mar
tin as Congressman James Hay of the Eighth District and state 
Senators George Morris of Charlottesville and R. E. Boykin of Is1e 
of v\Tight fought the proposed change baldly on its democratic prin
ciple. They made no effort to disguise their belief that it was a 
stab at Martin. Jones contended heatedly that he had personally 
explained the whole idea to Martin and had assured him that it 

_ was not aimed at his reelection. In return, according to Jones, 
Se1:at~r Martin had indicated that he would raise no personal 
ob3ect10ns. These statements were quickly challerwed when James 
Hay claimed that he was authorized by Martin t~ deny that the 
latter had ever told anyone he had no objections. 

This animated debate lasted four hours, and Martin supporters 
nearly defeated the plan in the committee. A few of them, clenyino· 
t~1at it would endanger ~Iartin politically, helped pass the resol1.i 
t1on ~y the 1:arrow ~argm of 15-1_4.9° But Jones lost his attempt to 
have. 1t considered w1~h the remamder of the platform which had 
previously been unanimously accepted by the committee. 

As presented t~ the whole convention, the plan called for the 
first such part_Y pr~mary to be held on the day of the General 
Assen~bl~ elect10ns m 1899. In the event that no candidate received 
a maJonty, the two with the most votes would participate in a 
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second primary within thirty days. Details and methods of proce
dure were to be left for the state committee of the party to work out. 

In the convention9' the Jones faction lost a motion to limit 
debate to one hour for each side: obviously the Martin Democrats 
were going to fight the plan to the bitter end. 

In presenting his plan, Jones emphasized the advantages of 
direct democracy and the success experienced in South Carolina 
and Georgia with similar primaries. He scored heavily by claiming 
that his proposition would give whites in the Black Belt a voice in 
choosing their senators, a privilege they lost whenever Negroes 
elected Republicans to the General Assembly. Effectively, he chal
lenged his opponents to suggest a better plan if they disliked the 
details of his, and he brought forth the name of Bryan in listing 
those people known to fa voT senatorial primaries. Jones' logical, 
closely-knit argument received great approbation, and applause 
lasted for several minutes after he sat down. 

Not Jones but those who disliked the plan brought up the ques
tion of Martin before the convention. Speaking after Jones, Senator 
Daniel indicated his wish that the whole matter had not been 
raised and then boldly asserted: 

I am aware lhat my modest and honorable colleague [Martin] 
was the subject of censorious reports some years ago, but the Assem
bly of Virginia declared his record untainted. If you wish to smirk 
it now, state your facts and let the world know upon what the alle
gation rests. 

A dramatic pause brought only silence. Insisting that no perfect 
scheme was being offered, Daniel asked Jones, "Where does your 
plan come from?" To Jones' reply that it was the South Carolina 
method, Daniel provoked laughter by exclaiming, "No wonder 
they have hell there." This dialogue typified the way by which 
Daniel tried to obscure the issue in the debates. A few moments 
later he asked Jones when Senator Martin had ever voted in Con
gress in opposition to either of them. Hopping to his feet and look
ing Daniel sguarely in the face, Jones pointed to Martin's vote 
against free silver and to his support of a tariff duty on white pine 
as two such cases. Then, as Daniel tried to dodge this line of attack 
by launching upon a diatribe against Georgia senators with whom 
Martin had voted on the tariff, Jones won great applause by forcing 
Daniel to admit that the charges were true. Somewhat vexed, the 
Senator added, "The trouble is that my friend LJones] is after Mar
tin more than he is interested in the bleeding people." 

Shrewdly, Daniel advised Jones to try his plan in his own race 
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Daniel apparently never thought that Bryan would be elected,101 

and he p~ob~bly brought Martin to the same view. The acceptance 
of Bryamsm m 1896 by the Martin wing might well be viewed not 
as an_ l:onest adherence to Populistic doctrines but as a subterfuge 
for ndmg out the storm. The sincerity of Daniel's acts and utter
ances in support of the Chicago platform is thereby called into 
question. Perhaps in 1896, certainly in 1897, Daniel was essentially 
a conservative who had no intention of allowing his party to become 
an effective vehicle for Populistic reforms. Populism ,vas already 
declining; the Democracy would do well to give the movement its 
head a little longer on national issues. Reforming the state election 
law was another matter, but conservatives were able quietly to let 
conflicting pressures defeat it. The direct primary plan, however, 
presented a sudden threat that forced Daniel and Martin into the 
open to fight it vigorously. 

Nevertheless, the episode was a moral victory for reform ele
ments.Jones' reputation soared, and he was spoken of as a successor 
to Martin in 1899. 102 A host of state papers began agitation in 
behalf of his proposal. 10s Of the prominent papers, only the Nor
folk Landmark and the Lynchburg News approved the action taken 
at Roanoke. ,o4 Several county conventions soon adopted the pri
mary idea for committing their legislative candidates on the choice 
of judges to be elected by the coming General Assembly. Daniel 
managed to recover some ground by presiding over a Campbell 
County meeting which took such action. 10s And following a declara
tion of Shenandoah County Democrats favorable to the plan, Con
gressman Hay found it expedient to try to claim that he had op
posed it only because there was no provision for subjecting the pri
mary to state election laws.•06 

The effect on Martin was noticeable, also. In little more than 
a week he announced that he would make a thorough stump for 
the party in the fa]l elections. This was an unexpected turn in 
Martin's political tactics. Until 1896 he had never made a stump 
speech, and in that year he had made only half a dozen near Cul
peper and Charlottesville. Yet, in this year of certain Democratic 
victory, he entered on an extensive canvass. The primary fight was 
only one reason for his attempt to remove the dis_ability 0£ ~efng 
relatively unknown to the people of the state. His own political 
fortunes were at stake since twenty-one state Senators would be 
selected who would vote on his reelection two years hence. Showing 
such symptoms of insecurity, Martin must have been glad of his 
decision to "stir the stumps" when in October Fitzhugh Lee publicly 
stated his intention to leave Cuba and run for the Senate in 1899. 107 
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