
The Democratic Convention
Democrats arriving in Baltimore for their na­

tional convention, called for June 25, were jubi­
lant. Their ancient enemy, the Republican party, 
had split into two warring segments, and all indi­
cations were that 1912 was to be a Democratic 
year. They felt that any one of the leading con­
tenders for the nomination could be almost sure of 
election in November, pitted as he would be 
against a divided opponent. Only one Democrat 
was sure that this time it must not be just “any 
one 9; one man sensed that the American voter in 
1912, be he Republican or Democrat, was also 
progressive. And that man was William Jennings
Bryan, three times loser, but still a power in his 
party.

The Democrats had any number of candidates 
to choose from : there were four leading contenders 
and a great quantity of favorite sons. Champ 
Clark of Missouri, Democratic Speaker of the 
House, led the field, closely followed by Governor 
Woodrow Wilson of New Jersey, Representative 
Oscar W. Underwood of Alabama, and Governor 
Judson Harmon of Ohio. Clark entered the con­
vention with more pledged delegates than any one 
of his opponents, but he was far from the two-
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thirds required for nomination in the Democratic 
convention.

Iowa Democrats were divided in their enthusi­
asms between Clark and Wilson, with the edge 
going to Clark. In fact, Clark’s support was 
strong throughout the Middle West, where he was 
better known than the New Jersey governor. 
However, Wilson had visited Des Moines in 
March, and had spoken to a crowd of some 4,500 
at the Coliseum. He had also addressed a banquet 
in his honor at Davenport. Many Wilson Leagues 
had been formed throughout the state, but they 
could not combat the strong Clark sentiment 
among Iowa Democrats. The state convention 
was held in Burlington on May 16, and the twen­
ty-six delegates to the national convention, bound 
by the unit rule, were instructed for Clark, in spite 
of efforts by the Wilson forces to send an unin­
structed delegation.

As in Chicago, so in Baltimore, the conservative 
wing of the party planned to dominate the conven­
tion. Efforts of the Tammany forces to foist Alton 
B. Parker, the 1908 Democratic nominee, on the 
convention as temporary chairman ran headlong 
into the powerful William Jennings Bryan. Made 
aware of what was going on, Bryan wired each 
possible candidate, asking for support against the 
Tammany influence. Some did not reply, others 
were indefinite in their answers (including Champ 
Clark), but one man instantly came to Bryan’s



side in the contest — Woodrow Wilson of New 
Jersey. It might be said that this action, if not de­
termining, was at least influential in making Wil­
son President of the United States. Bryan alone 
seemed aware of the fact that the Democrats must 
nominate a Progressive; otherwise, there was a 
strong possibility that many Progressive Demo­
crats would join the Roosevelt bandwagon in 
November.

The Democratic national convention was a 
series of battles, hard fought and hard won. 
Bryan lost the first round, when Parker became 
the temporary chairman; but he won the second 
with a resolution disavowing any support for the 
Democratic nominee from such monied interests as 
represented by J. P. Morgan, Thomas F. Ryan, 
and August Belmont. Another victory for Wilson 
came when the convention discarded the unit rule 
(whereby the majority of each state delegation de­
termined the vote of the whole group) except in 
those cases where the states themselves had spe­
cifically provided for it. Bryan also won a meas­
ure of victory in the election of his choice, Ollie 
James of Kentucky, as permanent chairman.

All this was not accomplished without great bit­
terness. The conservatives fought Bryan at every 
turn, reported the Washington correspondent of 
the Des Moines Register. “They abuse him and 
curse him. All the vials of wrath are being poured 
out upon him. . . .” But the great mass of the
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delegates listened to Bryan, and they followed 
him. As reports from the convention hall went out 
to the country, the mails and the telegraph wires 
brought back the word from the voters at home: 
“Stand with Bryan."

At eight o’clock on the evening of June 27, after 
two days of parliamentary skirmishing, the nomi­
nating speeches began. The first name to be 
placed before the delegates was that of Oscar W. 
Underwood of Alabama. His nomination set off a 
twenty-minute cheering spree. A Cleveland re­
porter described the scene:

T h e y  shou ted  an d  sang , m arched an d  blew  horns. T h e y  
stam ped  an d  c lapped  the ir hands. V ario u s noise-m aking 
devices w ere  called into action. T h e y  did all this for the  
purpose  of im pressing the C onvention  w ith  the  charm  of 
their can d id a te  an d  his pow er of m aking his friends eager 
to serve him an d  advance  his in terests.

A fte r  so m uch noise had  been m ade over U nderw ood  
. . . the  cand ida tes  w ith  m ore delegates . . . had  to 
show  how  little tw en ty  m inutes of u p ro ar m eant w hen 
w eighed  in their scale. So the  C lark  p artisan s did an hour 
and  five m inutes w h a t the sm aller body  of U nderw ood  a d ­
m irers had  done for one-th ird  of th a t period.

A nd  then  it w as up to G overnor W ilso n 's  follow ers to  
bea t the  C lark  ou tbreak . T h e y  did  it. T h e  W ilso n  “ dem ­
o n s tra tio n ” w as kept going, som ehow , for an  hour and  
fifteen m inutes, an d  w hen  it w as over the  efforts of the 
adm irers of th ree  cand idates to help their cause along had  
consum ed tw o hours and  fo rty  m inutes of a  w ild and  
w eary  n ight.

And a wild and weary night it was. At 7:15 on
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the morning of June 28 the exhausted delegates 
finally adjourned. Observers were of one opinion: 
this sort of thing could not go on. It was “un­
worthy of grown men gathered for a serious pur­
pose/' How could such men, asked one news­
paper, deny the vote to women because they were 
too prone to “emotional outbursts.“ The Spring- 
field Republican likewise looked askance at con­
vention habits, pointing out the folly of a “yelling 
match, with the participants each year trying to 
break the record.“ But, concluded the editor, such 
practices are already doomed — they will soon be 
replaced by presidential primaries. The Des 
Moines Register deplored actions which, if in­
dulged in in private life, would commit men “to a 
retreat.“

The exhausted delegates gathered at 4 P.M. on 
June 28 to proceed to the nomination of a presi­
dent. On July 2 they were still balloting. In all, it 
took forty-six ballots to decide the 1912 Demo­
cratic presidential nomination. Part of this long 
struggle was the result of the Democratic two- 
thirds rule, part of it to the fact that the followers 
of the four leading candidates were stubborn men, 
unwilling to yield to the inevitable. On the first 
ballot Clark, the favorite, received 440]/i votes; 
Wilson, 324; Harmon, 148; and Underwood,
117j/2- By the fifth ballot Clark had 443; Wilson, 
351; Harmon, 141J^, and Underwood, 119j^. 
To win the nomination, 728 votes were needed.
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New York, with its huge block of 90 votes, 
stayed with Harmon until the tenth ballot, when 
their votes were switched to Clark. No stampede 
followed, however, and the roll calls droned wear­
ily on. On the fourteenth ballot William Jennings 
Bryan rose from his place with the Nebraska dele­
gation (which supported Clark) and announced 
in an impassioned speech that he would henceforth 
withhold his vote from Clark as long as Tam­
many-controlled New York voted for him. Slowly 
the balance began to turn. The Iowa delegation 
was growing restive under a barrage of wires from 
home demanding that they stand with Bryan. On 
the twenty-fourth ballot, late on Saturday, the sec­
ond day of balloting, a poll of the Iowa delegation 
still kept the state’s vote in the Clark column. 
After two more ballots the tired delegates ad­
journed until Monday.

On Monday, July 1, eight more ballots were 
taken. On the second ballot of the day — the 
twenty-eighth of the convention — Wilson’s total 
at last pushed ahead of Clark’s. Two ballots later 
Iowa switched from Clark to Wilson. Clark, emu­
lating Roosevelt, had left Washington for Balti­
more to try to save his wavering campaign, but he 
arrived too late.

The record of vote after vote seemed dry 
enough, but they were actually taken in the midst 
of an almost constant tumult.
It w as halloing, yelling, scream ing, roaring , raised  to the



nth pow er; they  “ho lle red ,” sim ply hollered, for an  hour a t 
a time. W h e n  a telling speech w as successfully  shouted  
or a significant vote w as cast, they  carried  banners up an d  
dow n an d  a ro u n d  the  aisles; they  reared  m am m oth pic­
tures of cand idates ag a in st the  galleries; they  sen t up toy  
balloons, and  tossed pigeons into  the  air; . . . men an d  
w om en shied hats th rough  the air; horns, w histles, an d  in ­
fernal contrivances w ithou t nam e con tribu ted  to the  d ia ­
bolical din. . . . U p ro a r th a t sh a tte red  the  voice of a new  
chairm an every five m inutes, an d  w ore out fresh p latoons 
of police every hour; the  efforts of bands d row ned  under 
the vocal din, an d  the chrom atic clam or of banners a s ­
sailed the  delegates and  left them  stubborn  a t their posts. 
A t C hicago they  stood p a t to the  end. A t B altim ore they  
changed , b u t they  refused  to stam pede.

On Tuesday, July 2, the end came at last. On the 
first ballot of the day Illinois switched from Clark 
to Wilson, thus dooming Clark’s chances. But 
still the roll calls went on, with slight gains here, 
and slighter losses there, until in all there had been 
forty-five. As the clerk prepared to begin the 
forty-sixth ballot, a clamor rose from the floor. 
The delegates had seen Senator Bankhead of Ala­
bama making his way to the platform. This could 
mean but one thing — Underwood was withdraw­
ing. Bankhead was followed by Senator Stone of 
Missouri who withdrew the name of Champ 
Clark. One by one, the other contenders released 
their delegates. New York suggested that the 
nomination of Wilson be made by acclamation, 
but Missouri, determined to cast one more vote for
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"old Champ Clark," refused. So one more roll 
call — the forty-sixth — was shouted through the 
megaphone of the clerk, and 990 of the delegates 
gave their votes to Woodrow Wilson.

It was a great victory for the New Jersey gov­
ernor, but perhaps even a greater victory for 
Bryan. "Chicago was a battle; Baltimore has been 
a game," wrote a reporter in The Outlook. "At 
Chicago and at Baltimore there was the same oli­
garchy, employed on behalf of the same interests. 
At Chicago the methods of the oligarchy were 
those of the highwayman. At Baltimore they were 
the methods of the card-sharper." But no matter 
what the methods, the "special interests" and the 
"bosses" had lost at Chicago and at Baltimore. 
At Chicago, in winning, they broke their party 
and lost the election; at Baltimore, in losing, their 
party was saved and the candidate they had op­
posed became, in the well-worn political phrase, 
"the next President of the United States."

M ildred T hrone


