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Introduction

THE SIEGE OF THE STATE HOUSE IN MAINE’S CAPITAL CITY OF AUGUSTA after the election of 1879 was a raw power grab committed by a few politically ambitious men, who used their calls for revolution as justification to steal an election and to capture and occupy the state’s capitol building. What these men sorely underestimated was the lengths to which the people of Maine would go to protect their right to vote, so dearly paid for with the blood of their ancestors.


If a revolution’s motivations are true, there is no shame in its actions.









CHAPTER 1
 Election Day


There was never before seen in the state so completely a mercenary party as the Fusion organization. It was a great lottery in which men were invited to take tickets with the hope of obtaining office.



THE DISMAL DOWNPOUR OF RAIN TO WHICH THE VOTERS OF MAINE awoke on Election Day in 1879 was in no way reflective of the mood of the people headed to the polls. After the particularly heated campaign which had been endured over the past year, Mainers were determined to exercise their right to vote, come hell or high water.

The rain had begun before daylight that Monday morning, September 8, and it continued to pour heavily all day, letting up early in the afternoon but continuing until night. The wet, muddy roads and streets of Maine’s towns and cities came alive with people long before the polls were officially opened at 10:00 in the morning. The traveling was difficult in the rural state, but voters made the trip, either on foot or by horse. When the polls did open, the town offices and city halls across the state were quickly crowded with wet, excited citizens, and they remained so all through the day.

Most Mainers seemed to have a chip on their shoulder that election season. This day was the culmination of a year more politically charged than normal, with battles to be fought at the ballot box still lingering from the Civil War and the last presidential election. Excitement was in the air on that dreary Monday morning in Maine.

“The crowds for the most part were very orderly, being too busy to have time for any disturbances,” wrote the Daily Kennebec Journal of Augusta, the daily newspaper of the state capital.

All issues are local, and the national sentiment toward the Civil War, which had ended fourteen years earlier, was now on the Maine ballot in its own way. Emotions were still strongly felt regarding the armed conflict that had split a nation and pitted brother against brother. The country was just starting to recover economically from the cost of war, and the hardships had caused resentment among people of both political parties. The “Republican Reconstruction” of the South was largely blamed for those hardships. That policy had caused friction among Republicans and drew criticism from the Democrats.

These simmering resentments over the Civil War and its aftermath had dominated the presidential election of 1876, three years before this rainy election day. In the 1876 election, with the national results known from thirty-four of the thirty-eight states, Democrat Samuel Tilden held the majority of the popular vote, as well as that of the Electoral College, at 184–165. The state legislatures of the four remaining four states would change the results of the election and the course of history.

In Florida, Louisiana, South Carolina, and Oregon, the election results were in dispute. Together the four states held twenty Electoral College votes, which would decide the close race.

At the time, any dispute regarding the national Electoral College vote was settled by the legislature of the state in which the dispute occurred. Under that method, the legislatures of the four states in question were not able to resolve their disputes, and the final twenty votes were not cast. A president had not been elected.

Facing a constitutional crisis, a deal was made between the Republicans and Democrats, known as the Compromise of 1877. The Democrats, though in the lead in both the popular and the Electoral College vote, conceded the election to Republican candidate Rutherford B. Hayes in exchange for an end to Republican Reconstruction and the withdrawal of federal troops from the South.

Despite the deal reached by the two parties, many Democrats saw the Compromise of 1877 as the theft of the presidency from their party. Republicans saw the compromise as having given too much to the Democrats and called the settlement a sellout. Disaffected members of the two parties began to split off, forming their own party, the Greenbackers.

The main political issue of the Greenback Party was economic, with a desire to see radical economic reforms in the country. Its members also favored radical means to achieve their goals. Those goals were outlined in The Greenbacker, a newspaper published in Bangor: “Greenbackism means the complete and utter annihilation of the interest-bearing bond system, National, State, municipal, county, or township, where the demand for money is for war, for public improvements, or for any purpose whatever, especially where the investment is expected to yield an income.”

The Democrats were not so much in favor of the economic reform desired by the Greenbackers, but the spirit of radical reform expressed by the new party seemed to be a large draw for the men who came flocking to the growing state and national party.

The new Greenback Party was a refuge not only for disgruntled Republicans and Democrats but also for politicians who had burned their bridges within those two parties. Acts that had earned scorn from those party leaders would earn respect from the Greenbackers. For many men, the Greenback Party was a second chance for a ruined political career.

Being a new political party, the Greenbackers as a whole did not have the baggage associated with the well-established Republicans and Democrats. Greenbackers would use this advantage, spending the 1879 campaign season hammering on central themes of reform of the Maine State House, which had been run by Republican governors for twenty-two years. They talked of political dirty tricks that had been used by Republicans over the years to keep their power. Greenbackers said that if they were elected, there would be massive political reform in Augusta. They promised the people of Maine a revolution.

Politicians in every state had seen the power of four individual state legislatures in changing the result of the 1876 presidential election. The lesson was not lost on the Greenback Party in Maine, and the Greenbackers, in combination with the Democrats, would exercise that power themselves the year before this current election, in the state election of 1878.

At the time, the entire Maine Legislature and the office of governor was decided yearly by the registered voters of Maine. State law required the office of the governor to be decided by a vote of more than 50 percent. In the event that no candidate achieved that threshold, the selection of governor fell to the incoming Maine Legislature. The Maine House of Representatives had the duty of forwarding to the Maine Senate the names of two candidates, and the members of the Maine Senate then voted between those two names.

In 1878, with none of the three candidates reaching 50 percent of the vote, the election became the responsibility of the legislature.

The Republican candidate for governor had received the most votes that year, but when the Democrats and Greenbackers combined their votes, the House of Representatives was under their control. The Maine House sent two names to the Maine Senate: Alonzo Garcelon (the Democratic candidate, who had received the least number of votes in the election) and Joseph Smith (the Greenback candidate, who received had come in second).

The Maine Senate, controlled by Republicans, had no choice but to vote for a political opponent. Their choice was third-place candidate Garcelon.

This combination of the votes of Democratic and Greenback state legislators was used successfully in the elections of several states across the country that year. Seeing the power of working together, leaders of the Greenback and Democratic parties quickly began making elaborate deals and compromises to cement this newfound power. Many of the deals involved party leaders helping new members with their election to state legislatures, and then those members would help the leaders obtain national seats in future elections.

Before the year was out, the Democratic and Greenback parties had combined to become known as the Fusion Party.

Now, on this rainy Monday morning in September 1879, the Fusionists had much at stake at the Maine ballot box as a result of that combination of power. This was their first election working as one party, and it might be their last.

The informal merger appeared to have done more harm than good to the two individual member parties. There was resentment in the Fusion Party over the sweeping deals and compromises that had to be made on the part of the Greenbackers and Democrats to combine the parties, with candidates of each of the member parties being asked to sit out the year and support men who had once been their political opponents. The attraction of the Greenback Party had been their spirit of revolution; compromising with the Democrats (still seen as the enemy) and giving up their original name went against the spirit of revolution that had drawn people to the party.

For the Democrats, the merger was seen in much the same way. For them, the deal was seen as a sellout. The prevailing thought was that the Democrats were pandering to the Greenbackers to bring them into the fold and that what was now known as the Fusion Party would soon return simply to the name of Democrat. The political sacrifices required of the Democrats for that leap of faith was too much for many of them to accept.

Contrary to their name, the members of the Fusion Party never truly fused into a single entity. Instead of running one Fusionist candidate in the 1879 election, the Greenbackers and the Democrats each ran their own candidates, under their own party names, in Maine and across the country, again splitting the vote as they had in 1878.

“There was never before seen in the State so completely a mercenary party as the fusion organization,” wrote the Daily Kennebec Journal. “It was a great lottery in which men were invited to take tickets with the hope of obtaining office.”

For some Fusionists, the possibility of their new party’s imminent demise was not a disappointment. A week before the election, twelve Greenbackers from Wilton, Maine, prominent and influential in their party and their town, published a letter of protest against the Fusionist Party in several Maine newspapers.


To the Public,

In 1878 we acted and voted with the greenback party. We understood it to be a party of “reform,” opposed to and independent of both the old parties. All its newspapers and public speakers so declared, everywhere.

Where do we find it now? Sold out as captured, by noted wire-pullers and political guerrillas, and in close alliance with the old Bourbon democracy of “state rights” and rebellion memory. The late Greenback State Convention at Portland was manipulated in the interest of the democratic party. Its platform was dictated, if not actually drafted, by leading members of that party. So very like the democratic State platform is it in sentiment one can hardly discover the difference.

In view of these facts, well known to all, and other consideration of grave national interest, that we need not enumerate here, we deem it not only right, but duty, to enter, in this public and open manner, our earnest protest against this shameful coalition, (entered into simply and solely to secure the spoils of office to certain hungry, ambitious politicians) and to wash our hands of any part or parcel in the same. Neither now nor hereafter will we knowingly give it aid or comfort in any way whatever. It may be possible for unscrupulous leaders to sell us, but not so easy for them to deliver the goods.



The letter was signed by John C. Owens and the eleven other men.

Alfred Berry, a prominent and respected citizen in Waldo County, published the following letter shortly before the election:


I am a Democrat. I voted for Martin Van Buren, and have voted for the nominee of the Democratic party… last year I voted for Gov. Garcelon… the leaders of our party have forsaken their principles, and are ready to trade and dicker with anything, merely to obtain power. Their course I cannot sustain, either by my vote or voice.



The state’s opinion of the Fusion Party would be seen in the results of the vote for the Maine State Legislature and the office of governor. The Fusion Party needed to stay together long enough to elect a president the following year, one way or another. If the Fusion Party broke up now, the newfound power of the Democrats and Greenbackers would be lost, along with the presidency (again).

“It is a party without a country, and a party without a future,” editorialized the New York Tribune.

During this time in history, those interested in public office did not declare their candidacy as they do now. Instead, other men in their political party would make the nominations—generally at the urging of the candidate, sometimes not. The nominations were not made until close to the election. The candidate generally did little campaigning, the custom being that other members of the party would campaign on behalf of the man nominated.

With all that depended on the results of the 1879 elections, the final week of the campaign in Maine was especially active. Nationally prominent politicians descended on the state to make numerous speeches at numerous public events.

The final week of campaigning for Republicans kicked off with a large rally in the Cushnoc Heights section of Augusta, whose speakers included Maine Senator James Blaine, himself having been a presidential primary candidate in 1876.

That same week a large rally was also held at the historic Norumbega Hall in Bangor, at which spoke Hannibal Hamlin of that city, the only vice president of the United States from Maine, having served under President Abraham Lincoln during Lincoln’s first term in office.

On Sunday, the day before the election, Republican candidate for governor, Daniel F. Davis closed out the campaign by speaking at a home rally in East Corinth, in front of two thousand people.

Davis, whose political nickname was “The Little Corporal,” was thirty-six years old at the time of the 1879 election. Born in the rural town of Freedom, he had served as a soldier in the First Maine Volunteer Cavalry Regiment before becoming a lawyer. At the age of twenty-eight, he was first elected to the Maine House of Representatives, where he served for four years before being elected to the Maine Senate. Davis was a sitting Maine senator at the time of the 1879 election.

The Greenback Party spent the last week of the elections hosting a series of parades and barbeques across the state. Party officials would arrive at a town or city and parade from the train station to the grounds where the barbeque would be held. Paraded with them would be the steer that would later be slaughtered, roasted, and served for the occasion. Five days before the election, such an event was held in Augusta. After marching through the city, the parade reached the Maine State House. Upon stopping, the parade marshal made a speech: “Fellow countrymen, while we rest, let us not forget that we have a duty to perform, a duty to God and our fellow man. Now give three cheers for the man who couldn’t be bought, the man that is to be elected Governor Monday—Joseph L. Smith. Let the whole multitude cheer.”

Joseph L. Smith was a successful lumberman from Old Town. He had been a successful manufacturer of batteaux, a flat-bottomed boat popular in the logging industry, which were greatly in demand at the time. Smith had been a Democrat before the Civil War but at some point switched to the Republican Party. As a Republican, he served in the Maine Legislature, both in the House of Representatives and in the Senate. He was sixty-one at the time of the 1879 election.

In accepting the nomination of the Greenback Party for governor earlier in the year, Smith said, “God only knows, but if I can do you any good, I am willing to do so. I never saw such a body of earnest men. You can do wonders if you will.”

Current Maine governor Alonzo Garcelon was the Democratic candidate. A resident of Lewiston, Dr. Garcelon was sixty-seven years old at the time of the 1879 election. He was a graduate of Bowdoin College and had served as the surgeon general of Maine during the Civil War. He was a co-founder of the Lewiston Journal, a newspaper now known as the Lewiston Sun Journal.

Like Greenbacker Smith, Garcelon originally had been a Republican but changed his allegiance to the Democratic Party because he did not agree with the Republican Reconstruction plan. He was no stranger to Maine politics, having served previously in Maine House and Maine Senate. In 1871, he had been elected mayor of Lewiston. Eight years later, Garcelon was the beneficiary of the unofficial combination of the Maine Democrats and Greenbackers during the election of 1878, being escalated from the last-place candidate to the next governor of Maine.

Ironically, Garcelon himself had doubts about the fusion of the Democratic and Greenback parties. Two weeks before the current election, in which he was seeking a second year as governor, Garcelon told a reporter at a Democratic meeting in Portland that his prediction for the results of the election would be Fusion control of the Maine Legislature, with his opponent-yet-party-colleague Joseph Smith, a Greenbacker, being the candidate elected governor. Garcelon said he only intended to make speeches enough to keep up appearances and satisfy the demands of his Democratic managers.

Garcelon seemed to know that he was one of those politicians to be sacrificed for the creation of the Fusion Party. Though Garcelon had been called “another Jackson” and was rumored to have his eye on the office of the president of the United States in 1880, he understood that he would not be reelected as Maine governor this year through Fusion deal-making. Because of Garcelon’s last-place showing the year before, no one entertained any hope that he would be popularly elected by a majority of Maine voters.

For Garcelon, who appeared to want office at the national level, having to sit out the following year must have been disappointing. With the presidential election coming up, this was not the year for Garcelon to lose the power he held as governor, which gave him influence in the Fusion Party. His frank statements to the reporter, and the events that would follow, would seem to indicate that Garcelon had made a deal to step out of the governor’s office gracefully the following year in exchange for a national seat.

Garcelon was simply going through the motions for the sake of a greater political future. He continued to campaign through to Election Day, exploiting the resentment felt as a result of the 1876 presidential election and compromise: “In 1876, when one of the noblest and purest of patriots [Tilden] was elected by the people, and basely defrauded of his right. I ask you not condone that shameful blot on American civilization. All know that Samuel J. Tilden was fairly elected President, and all know how he was cheated out of his seat.”

As the 1879 campaign drew to its conclusion, the fractures and loss of support in the Fusion Party became more apparent. Promised popular national speakers who were advertised for the final-week rallies would cancel at the last minute, after their name had drawn a crowd. In addition, the crowds those rallies were drawing became smaller and smaller in number.

The more the Fusionists fell apart, the harder the Republicans worked to aid in that destruction, as reflected in the September 1, 1879, editorial of the Kennebec Daily Journal titled “One More Week”:


There is only another week before the election in Maine takes place. Whatever, therefore, remains to be done, must be attended to promptly and with dispatch. We are going to carry the State for Davis—there is no mistake about that—but we must not be content to barely give Davis a majority; we must make that majority a rouser, one that will ring all over the land as the death-knell of greenbackism—the most dangerous party that has arisen in this country since the government was first established…. It makes war upon property—stirs up strife between the poor and the rich—promises the lazy, the criminal and the vagabond to divide with them the earnings and accumulations of the industrious and prudent—fleeces and dupes the laborer while pretending to be his best friend… we are happy to announce that the prospect of overthrowing the fusion ring and combination with Garcelon and Smith at the head grows brighter and brighter as the day of election draws near.



With the issues so important and the emotions so raw, men of all walks of life took in stride the inconveniences associated with getting to the polls on that rainy Monday morning, to ensure that their voices would be heard. Reverend Stephen Allen traveled fifty miles in the rain from the town of Strong to his home in the city of Hallowell just for the purpose of casting his vote. He arrived just before the polls closed.

In Augusta’s Ward 7, five men of the Ware family traveled the muddy roads together to cast their vote. Ezekiel Ware was eighty years old and accompanied by his two sons. David Ware was eighty-nine and accompanied by his own son. David Ware walked, but Ezekiel was taken in a carriage, as he was sick. Ezekiel said his first presidential vote had been for John Quincy Adams in 1824, and he had not missed an election since that time.

Not all men that day were able to vote their conscience. In the Maine city of Eastport, it was reported that on the morning of the election, the supervisors at the three fish factories in that town, where a large number of men were employed, told their employees to go and vote as they pleased, but if any man voted for the Republican ticket, he need not return to the factories expecting continued employment.

When the time came to go to the polls, the men from the three factories were formed in procession and marched to the polls, with fife and drum playing and two banners flying. Upon one of the banners was the inscription “States Rights,” upon the other “Greenbacks.” Another foreman awaited the men at the polls, and as the men came up, he gave to each a Greenback ticket and watched to see that it was put into the ballot-box. There were sixty people in the procession, all of whom reportedly voted the Greenback ticket.

“The town meeting was the most turbulent that has been known in Eastport for years, all on account of the bulldozing performances of the communistic greenbackers,” wrote the Daily Kennebec Journal. “We have not seen any account of this affair in any democratic paper in the State, although they have a great deal to say about bribery and bulldozing by the republicans. Neither have we seen anything in their pretended and fictitious reports of bulldozing by republicans that comes up to the enormity of the naked facts in this Eastport case, which we learn from reliable persons who were eyewitnesses of the same.”

Despite the weather, the turnout on that rainy Election Day, Monday, September 8, 1879, set record high numbers in many Maine localities, in a year when not a single national seat was on the ballot. The people of Maine had made their voices heard.









CHAPTER 2
 Rumors of a Coup


Some fusionists are talking of having the governor and council count out the republican majority in the Senate. The governor and council will probably take the law of the State as their guide, instead of following the directions of fools…



THE RESULTS WERE SLOW TO TRICKLE IN OVER THE NEXT FEW DAYS after the election. The Republicans were housed in Augusta’s Meonian Hall, a popular downtown building built after the great Augusta fire of 1865. Positioned in the building’s gallery was the Augusta band, which played lively music in between the receipt of election results, stopping when the telegraph began clicking. When a locality’s returns were positive to the Republicans, the hall would ring with applause. Before the counting was complete over the next few days, Meonian Hall had heard much Republican clapping.

Because voting was considered part of town meeting in Maine, and because the election result sheets had to be made up in town meeting, the vote count from many Maine towns was known before the evening was over. Even before all the results were known, Republican newspapers were already rejoicing.

“The State Election. A Glorious Result! The Backbone of Green-backism Broken! Great Republican Gains! Davis Possibly Elected by the People. A Strong Republican Majority in the House. The Senate in Doubt but Apparently Republican. Great Rejoicing Among Republicans!” was the headline in the Daily Kennebec Journal the day after the election.


The State election yesterday gave a grand result for the republicans. They went into the fight with a majority against them, and after the most memorable campaign in the history of the State have rolled off the most of that majority and gained, we believe, the control of the State government. Beside fighting the combined greenback and democratic parties in Maine we have had to contend with the full power of these combinations in other States, which foresaw that defeat this year in Maine would be a fatal blow to them for 1880. This election breaks the backbone of greenbackism in Maine and for that matter in the whole country. Its supporters knew that upon this election depended its fate, and they fought with desperation. They went into the fight boasting and confident, even asserting and believing until a late hour in the campaign that they would increase their majority of last year.



By Wednesday, two days after the election, with 376 Maine cities, towns, and plantations having reported and 124,274 votes counted, the results stood as follows: Davis, the Republican, was in the lead with 62,552 votes; Smith, the Greenbacker, was second with 42,914 votes; and Garcelon, the Democrat, again came in last with 18,559. There were 249 votes for other gubernatorial candidates. Davis was the clear leader in the popular vote for governor, with a 3–2 margin against Smith and a 3–1 margin against Garcelon.

Despite his first place showing, Davis’s vote count had fallen below the 50 percent mark as the remaining results were received. The selection of Maine’s next governor was again headed to the Maine Legislature.

Unlike the previous year, the legislative selection process was good news for the Republicans in this election. The previous year that process had resulted in their defeat, but with both the incoming Maine House of Representatives and the Senate appearing to be under Republican control, the election of Daniel Davis as Maine’s thirty-ninth governor seemed a mere formality.

The Republican victory was seen not only in their majority control of the state legislature but also in the numbers of people who had turned out to the polls to help achieve that victory. The total number of votes cast in the city of Augusta had increased by 227 over the previous year’s number, which itself had been a record. While the Fusionists held ground in some inland towns, most places in Maine voted against the new political party, including the city of Lewiston, which had embraced the party the previous year.

“Corporal Davis Promoted,” read the headline in the Daily Kennebec Journal’s Thursday edition. “The republican victory in the State is complete.”

The night after the election, in Maine’s capital city of Augusta, where politics was especially personal, Republican leaders announced a grand celebration of their victory. Called a “Glorification Meeting,” the jubilant event was held in Meonian Hall three days after the election, “which was never before crowded with a happier set of men.”

All over the city, on both the east and the west sides of the Kennebec River, homes were illuminated and decorated with flags, Chinese lanterns, and other trimmings. By 8:00 p.m., several hundred people had formed into a parade on Water Street. Preceded by the Augusta band, the procession marched across the Kennebec Bridge, traveling through as many streets as possible before arriving at the home of Senator James Blaine, just across from the Maine State House, on the other side of Capitol Street.

While the State House had served as the unofficial headquarters of the Fusion party for the past year under Democratic Governor Garcelon, the Blaine mansion had been the unofficial Republican headquarters. As the parade of revelers approached Blaine’s residence Thursday night, the Roman candles turned the night into day. The Augusta band performed one of its finest pieces, and the air was rent with shouts of applause from the several thousands of people who had gathered there. When Blaine responded to calls to make an appearance, “the grandest ovation ever given an individual in this city” was heard as he stepped out the front door of his grand home:


I thank you for the compliment of calling upon me in such large numbers, to rejoice with you over the auspicious results of yesterday’s election. We have achieved all that the most sanguine could desire… as the returns are now coming in from the back towns, I venture the prediction that Daniel Davis will have an absolute majority over his competitors, though I do not as yet assert this to be a fact… the majority against us last year was great, representing ten percent of the total vote thrown—the total vote being a remarkably full one. To recover from such a reverse in a single campaign and place every department of the state government back under the control of the Republican Party is an achievement over which we may well rejoice.

The state of Maine returns to her loyalty and to the good government she has always enjoyed under Republican rule. We all worked, and worked with a will. No man deserves more credit than another, and all are to be honored for what they have done… let us not forget, however, in the moment of victory, that our opponents share in the fruits of our triumph as well as we. Good government, an honest dollar and an honest ballow [fair justice] will benefit all alike, and while we cannot refrain from just criticism of certain phases of the campaign, we must not forget that Republican, Democrat and Greenbacker are all merged in the higher and better title of American citizen, and that a triumph which benefits one must in the end benefit all. Thanking you again for the courtesy of your call and the cordiality of your greeting, I bid you good night.



Over the next few days, Republicans could not help but indulge in some needling. “The Bourbon democrats feel as blue over Maine as they felt over a Union victory in the war. Loyal democrats will join the patriotic side,” wrote the Daily Kennebec Journal.

The Maine Fusion Party at first expressed surprise at their overwhelming defeat, as seen in the response of the Progressive Age, a Fusion newspaper out of Belfast.


The returns of the election, this year, are as much of a surprise to the opposition as they were to the republicans last year. During the canvass, and down to the day of election, nothing had occurred to weaken the confidence of our side that we should triumph in the State. Our campaign meetings were by far the most numerously attended and the most enthusiastic. Though we could not hope to fully hold our own in the State in face of the tremendous exertion of the republican leaders, we had good grounds for believing that we should hold the control of the State.



The Greenback Labor Chronicle laid the blame on the combination of the Democratic and Greenback parties. The editor of the Auburn-based newspaper, Frank Fogg, had enclosed the election results on the front page in mourning-draping. The headline included the illustration of a dead rooster laying on its back. “And here we are—Fusion did it,” read the illustration’s caption.

The level of concern among national Fusion leaders over the Maine election results was demonstrated when the Democratic National Committee was suddenly summoned to meet in Washington, D.C., to discuss Maine’s election results.

Maine was the second in the cycle of state elections that season. California had also voted in favor of the Republican Party a week before, and Ohio was expected to do the same in the next election of the season. The two victories seemed to be the start of a trend, one the Republicans enjoyed and the Fusionists feared.

“Maine and California are the two great abutments of the Republican bridge across the country,” wrote the Cincinnati Commercial.

One Maine Fusion newspaper—the Maine Standard out of Augusta, edited by Ebenezer Pillsbury—did not acknowledge the Republican victory at all, instead sounding as if the campaign were still ongoing.

Pillsbury, a Democrat, was the most powerful unelected official in Augusta that year. He was a leading state official in the Fusion Party; he had become the state printer under the Democratic Garcelon administration, giving him a physical location in the State House and valuable access to the officials and resources there; his weekly newspaper gave him an influential voice in state politics; and because he was unelected, Pillsbury had no real public accountability.

Because Pillsbury was well known in Maine, anger over the recent election results would not have been surprising. What was unusual, however, was the tone of Pillsbury’s editorial, which was more like a campaign speech, filled with the usual charges heard so many times on the Fusionist campaign trail against the Republicans of election fraud, always without evidence.

The main issue for the Maine Fusionists through the current campaign had been what they called the need to reform the election fraud by which the Republicans had retained the office of governor for the past twenty-two years. A Republican had been the governor of Maine since before the Civil War. The picture of Republican fraud portrayed by the Fusionists was rich and bountiful, and without evidence, and the need for a revolution to reform that fraud was their rallying cry, heard loudest from the Greenbackers.

What the Fusionists were claiming as fraud were only minor technicalities found on public election return sheets that had been accepted by Republican secretaries of state over the past twenty-two years. The mistakes were minor—for example, forgetting to write the name of the county on the return sheets, listing the votes for the individual candidates and the name of the winner but forgetting to write the total number of votes, or other inconsequential errors. With the requirement to make up the returns in open town meeting, which was held on the same day as the vote, these accidental and inconsequential errors were understood and overlooked.

The Fusionists might have been able to make more of a case against the Republicans regarding the charge of “fraud” were it not for the Maine Statute of 1877. Seeking to enforce election reform following the controversial 1876 presidential election compromise, the Maine voters approved the Statute of 1877, which formalized the acceptance of these minor technicalities, listing them specifically.

Though Pillsbury’s tone through his newspaper was not unexpected, the fact that he sounded like the campaign was still ongoing worried the Republicans who knew the man. The tone of the editorial, and the reputation of the man who was saying them, combined to add a hint of suspicion to the jubilation of the Maine Republicans.

At the same time that Pillsbury’s editorial was causing concern among state Republican leaders, rumors started to surface in political circles of strange conversations and of losing Fusion officials acting as if they had won the majority in the Maine Legislature. Individual losing Fusion candidates were saying they would be ultimately be given their lost seat.

Shortly after the election, prominent Washington County Republican Herbert Heath was talking with a clerk in the office of James Talbot of East Machias, a Fusion candidate for the Maine Senate who had just lost his election. Talbot had lost the election, and yet the clerk was talking to Heath as if Talbot had not. At the time, Heath just thought the conversation was unusual and did not give it much thought.

Wildes P. Walker of Topsham, a Democrat and acquaintance of Alonzo Garcelon, told of a conversation he had with an unnamed man shortly after the election in September. The man was believed to be Ebenezer Pillsbury, Augusta’s most powerful unelected official, though Walker refused to identify him.

The conversation took place at the train depot in Brunswick. The unidentified man asked Walker whether he thought “the old gentleman [Governor Garcelon] was stiff-kneed enough for the occasion.”

“My reply was he was stiff-kneed enough for anything and everything that was honest and square, and I impressed him with my conviction that if anything otherwise was presented to the Governor that he would find the mistake in it.”

“Of course we should not ask him to do anything that was not honest and square,” said the man. “Do you think he has backbone enough?”

“Certainly, under those conditions I have named,” replied Walker. He told the man that he felt Garcelon regarded his integrity more than he did the position of governor.

With no knowledge of the events that were to transpire, the conversation seemed odd to Walker.

Frank Totman, first selectman for the town of Fairfield, happened to be in the law office of a prominent Fusion official approximately a month after the election. At that time, the election returns themselves were not legally allowed to have been opened after reaching Augusta. Though the results were telegraphed from Maine’s individual towns to the state’s newspapers after the election and were generally known, there were no official numbers from the State House.

In the course of their conversation, Selectman Totman asked the Fusion official’s legal partner, Mr. Edward Otis Howard, about a rumor he had heard that the election results for the town of Fairfield were going to be thrown out.

“I knew the very next day after election it would be thrown out,” responded Howard, according to Totman.

“On what ground?” asked Totman.

“Because you had two sets of returns in,” replied Howard.

The town of Fairfield had sent in two sets of returns three weeks after the election, with the second set being a correction of an inconsequential error discovered on the first set. The error did not change the results of the election, and officials in Augusta had been notified of the mistake and had instructed Fairfield officials to fill out the second set of returns.

“How did you know the very next day after election that this town would be thrown out on account of two sets of returns, when it was three weeks after the first returns before we made the second? He did not seem to know how to get out of that. The conversation dropped there.”

Over time the rumors would grow as some men of the Fusion Party began publicly bragging, as if something were so close to being completed that its secret need no longer be kept. Maine attorney general William H. McLellan, a Fusionist, told a victorious Republican candidate that the Fusionists were going to use an interpretation of the Maine Statute of 1877 regarding election return errors to reverse the Republican victory. He said he did not know who the next governor would be, but it would not be Republican Daniel Davis, as the people of Maine expected.

“We are going to count you out,” bragged McLellan.

For more than one hundred years, the state of Maine’s executive branch was arranged differently than it is today. At the time, that branch was run not only by the governor but also by the Executive Council.

The members of the Executive Council were appointed at the first session of the Maine Legislature every year. Generally they were of the same political party as the dominant power in the Maine House of Representatives.

The Executive Council was composed of seven people. The representation of the sixteen counties of Maine was split among the members of the council, with each man having the responsibility for one or more of those counties, depending on population size.

The establishment of the Executive Council served as a check-and-balance system within the executive branch, preventing the governor from having sole authority within that branch of state government.

“Governor and council” was the formal name of the body of the governor and the Executive Council. By tradition, even without the attendance of the governor and/or all seven members at an event concerning the governor and council, the term “governor and council” was still used.

The Returns Committee was a committee of the governor and council and was traditionally composed of three men appointed from the Executive Council. As the election returns, including ballots, were received in Augusta after an election, they were compiled—unopened—in the secretary of state’s office in the State House.

The role of the three men was to officially open the election returns that had been compiled unopened after their assemblage in the secretary of state’s office. By law, this would occur in a session of the governor and council open to the public. The Returns Committee would then tabulate the numbers on the election return sheets from the approximately four hundred Maine towns, cities, and plantations, compiling an official tabulation sheet that would be formally presented to the full governor and council. At that point, the sheets were signed by the governor and council before they issued the certificates of election to the winning candidates.

The first official recognition and warning regarding the circulating rumors of some plan regarding the election results on the part of the governor and council was printed two weeks after the election, in the September 22, 1879, edition of the Daily Kennebec Journal.


Some fusionists are talking of having the governor and council count out the republican majority in the Senate. The governor and council will probably take the law of the State as their guide, instead of following the directions of fools… the Governor and council have not the power to count out or count in anybody. Their sole duty is to examine the returns made to the Secretary of State’s office and to issue a summons to such persons as appear by said returns to have a majority of the votes in each district, to attend take their seats in the legislature. This is all the governor and council can do. They cannot go behind the returns. Such authority was never assumed by any governor and council, for the plain reason that they have no right to do so. That right belongs to the legislature alone.



The rumor seemed ridiculous on its face and was quickly disregarded.


The rumors are the work of men who have nothing to lose by such a bold violation of law as it is talked of but who would hold office and patronage if they could even by sacrificing Governor Garcelon and the Executive Council, overthrowing the declared will of the people, and trampling the constitution to dust. Nevertheless, as such rumors have become common, it is plainly the duty of the press to notice them as they deserve.



Though the rumors were being dismissed, suspicious Fusion actions were also causing concern among the Republicans. Normally the events could be chalked up to political dirty tricks. With the election over until the following year, however, the timing of the events, in combination with the growing rumors and the attitude of Fusion officials such as Pillsbury, was concerning.

Former Maine Republican state senator Edwin Noyes was arrested five days after the September election for the alleged bribery of a man named Daniel Butler. A transient named Charles P. Gilman had made the complaint. Noyes was examined before Judge John Ayer at West Waterville. The testimony of the witnesses showed that Butler had concocted the story, and Noyes was promptly acquitted.

In dismissing the case, the judge in charge of the proceedings said the witnesses were not reliable. The general sentiment of both the defense and the prosecution was that Gilman was motivated more by political malice than by a desire to benefit the public.

After Noyes was released, many citizens, accompanied by the Water-ville band, serenaded him at his residence that evening. Noyes responded to the crowd, congratulating them on the vindication of himself as well as the Republican Party.

A week after the elections, leading Fusionists in Augusta sent a complaint to U.S. President Rutherford B. Hayes, setting forth the accusation that Augusta postmaster Hannibal Hamlin, former vice president under Abraham Lincoln, was seen on several occasions in the room of the Augusta Board of Aldermen, aiding in securing the registration of legal voters and the exclusion of illegal claimants. They requested to “humbly petition” that the aforesaid postmaster might be dealt with by the president for violating his civil service order. These charges, too, were groundless.

Another source of concern to Republicans was a speech given by Governor Garcelon during this period of time. The governor spoke at the exhibition of the Kennebec Agricultural Society in Readfield. Garcelon had been defeated a month earlier, but his words sounded more like a campaign speech than an address to Maine farmers by a retiring governor.

Garcelon said he had recently visited the South and Canada, and, upon returning home, he found that Maine had advantages superior to those of any other portion of the country for farming. Garcelon then went on to declare that the state of the Maine farmer had deteriorated over the past twenty-two years under Republican rule, and the farmers did not have now as much livestock, they produced less on their farms, and the number of farmers in Maine had dropped.

Garcelon criticized the state’s heavy taxation in relation to its small population increase since 1860. He laid the blame at the feet of the Republicans, saying he was holding them accountable for their time in the Maine governor’s office for the past twenty-two years, not taking into account the effect of the costs of war and reconstruction on the Maine economy.

Many farmers were offended by Garcelon’s remarks, which they felt were denigrating. Some men in attendance described the governor’s remarks as a stump speech, of the most ultra-partisan character, an exaggerated, one-sided, partisan harangue from beginning to end.

“After the address, the bright farmers of the Kennebec Agricultural Society were generally quite indignant that governor Garcelon should have imposed a political stump speech upon them, of such an outrageous partisan character, very much of it the same as his speeches during the late political campaign. High words at once began after the close, upon political topics, and only for the excitement and attraction of the horse trot the Fair would have been turned into a political circus,” wrote the Daily Kennebec Journal.

An editorial in the Boston Globe in October continued to raise the concerns of Maine Republican officials. Much like Governor Garcelon’s speech, it was not just what was being said but also the identity of the person saying the words.

The editorial reran the stories of bribery and fraud against Maine Republicans that were still appearing in Maine’s Fusion newspapers, linking the Republican’s victory in September to the use of those tactics. The Globe also asserted that Republicans, who were ardent prohibition-ists, had been supplying alcohol to Democrats and Greenbackers at the time of the election to secure their vote.

Many Republican newspapermen in Maine thought the editorial sounded much like the words of Ebenezer Pillsbury, editor of the Maine Standard in Augusta.

“The Boston Globe, with the assistance of E. F. Pillsbury, is entertaining its readers with a grist of scandalous stories about the late election in Maine… these stories would sell more copies of the Globe in Maine if they had not quite so close a resemblance to the editorials which have appeared from time to time, during the last ten years, in the columns of the Maine Standard,” wrote the Kennebec Journal. “The rum shops bought up and coerced to vote the republican ticket! Who would have thought it?”

The Journal pointed out its suspected reasons for the tone of an ongoing campaign and the unusual Fusionist actions, in relation to the rumor that was spreading of a count-out plan: “It is rumored that the Boston Globe articles are prepared with a view of fixing things, to assist and influence the Governor and Council to count out the republican Senate and count in a democratic one. However it may have been intended it won’t answer the purpose of firing the public mind in that direction, but rather in the opposite way. We don’t believe the Governor and Council are concerned in any such revolutionary scheme as is suggested, and as for Pillsbury, if he is the arch conspirator, he will beat a retreat when the time for decisive action comes just as he did at Kingfield when he heard the troops were coming to enforce the draft.”

The first opportunity to see whether the rumors of a count-out plan were valid would be at the October meeting of the governor and council in Augusta.

Two members of the Executive Council were Democrats, as was Governor Garcelon. The other five members were Greenback. Because all members of the council were appointed by the Maine Legislature, Garcelon would later say he did not know the men at all, except for one, and that man was someone he had met only once.

The members of the Executive Council were as follows:


Simon S. Brown, a Democrat and lawyer from Fairfield

Charles H. Chase, a Greenbacker

Frank M. Fogg, Greenbacker and editor of the Greenback Labor Chronicle out of Auburn

John B. Foster, a Greenbacker, of Bangor

Halsey H. Monroe, a Democrat, of Thomaston

Edward C. Moody, a Greenbacker, of York

Frederick G. Parker, a Greenback and editor of the newspaper North Star, of Presque Isle


Frank Fogg appeared to be a rebel without a cause, wanting revolution for the sake of revolution. He was the most outspoken member of the Executive Council. Fogg appeared to be belligerent both in person and through the pages of his newspaper. During the political campaign that year he reiterated the Fusionists’ claims of bribery and fraud, continuing to do so after the Republican victory in September. His fire-and-brimstone editorials reflected the spirit of rebellion that had made the Greenback Party (of which he was a member) so successful. Fogg’s political opponents gave him the nickname “Fogg-horn.”

The Oxford Democrat, a former supporter of the governor and council, would give a cutting description of Councilman Fogg in the heat of the crisis that would ensue over the following months: “Fogg has some Individuality, but it is by no means to his credit. He is a blatherskite [one who talks much but says little], his tongue continually running, and yet there are few persons with less ideas. The reason that reports concerning what he says are so contradictory, is that he has no settled conviction and forgets each day what lies he said the day before. He comes nearer to a windmill personified than any other specimen of humanity in Maine.”

At the same time that it was describing Councilman Fogg, the Oxford Democrat gave a description of Councilman Edward Moody, a local politician from York: “Moody was tricky and dishonest, and the company he has since kept has not been calculated to reform. A townsman of his says that Moody once threw seventeen votes for himself in order to secure his election to the Legislature. He has ever been a political fraud, so far as he knew how to be, but he is a light weight, anyway.”

The governor and council had met briefly a few days after the September election, to adjourn until the first week of October. That October meeting normally would not have received much attention. With the rumors that were circulating in Augusta about a possible scheme, however, the meeting was eyed with a bit more attention than usual.

Monday, October 6, was a busy day at the State House. There were three separate meetings in the building that day. When looked at separately, the meetings seem to hold no significance.

The first meeting was of the governor and council, privately held in the council chambers. That room, and the governor’s own office, were two large chambers separated by a large set of double doors. Because the governor and the Executive Council generally worked as one unit, the doors were often kept open.

The second meeting being held was an assembly of prominent Greenback Party officials, held in the State Pension Office. This was called a meeting of the Greenback State Committee, but the meeting had been organized “outside of their auspices,” though the identities of the organizers was not disclosed. This meeting would not seem to have importance in relation to the meeting of the governor and council, but the spacing of the two meetings gives them added significance.

The State House was a much smaller building in 1879, a relatively small two-story structure before another level and three wings were added years later. The State Pension Office was part of the secretary of state’s office. The secretary of state was considered part of the executive branch, and therefore that office was one of three rooms in the executive suite, the other two being the offices of the governor and council. The desk of the secretary of state was located in a corner, between the desk of the governor and the desks of the members of the Executive Council.

Because of the logistics of the two meeting spaces, the leaders of the Greenback Party were in effect unofficially meeting privately with the governor and council.

By the time of the October 6 session of the governor and council, there was great friction between the Greenbackers and the Democrats in the new Fusion Party. Many deals made by Maine Fusion officials had been consummated in the 1878 election, including the election of Garcelon, a Democrat, as Maine governor. Now, with the 1879 elections lost to the Republicans, the Greenbackers who had supported their opponent Garcelon and who planned to inherit the governor’s office that year as a result were left in the cold. The results of the September election had exacerbated an already tense situation in the fractured Fusion Party.

At the time of those two meetings, a third meeting was being held in the State House’s Senate chambers. This meeting consisted of fifty to seventy-five men from the general membership of the Greenback Party. Given the revolutionary spirit of the Greenbackers, it would seem safe to assume they were not going to walk away from the September election without the rewards promised by Fusion officials. Garcelon would need the support of the Greenbackers if he was to move on to national office.
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