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Preface

During the first two decades of the twentieth 
century most urban areas in the United States experi
enced rapid expansion coupled with mounting problems. 
Political machines subverted democracy and institution
alized corruption, large areas deteriorated into slums, 
vice flourished, and services could not keep pace with 
demand. Phis led to movements by community inhabitants 
to reform their cities. This thesis will analyze a par
ticular segment of that reform impulse in Omaha during 
what became known as the progressive era. While the 
progressive reform movement was a multi-faceted phenome
na, this study will concentrate on the activities of 
business and professional groups.

Reforming Omaha's political structure to provide 
honest and efficient government became one of the most 
important issues facing the city during the pre-World 
War I era. The Omahans involved in pursuing changes in 
this area came from similar socio-economic backgrounds. 
Generally they were educated, middle to upper middle- 
class business and professional men. These progressive 
reformers were largely in accord over what was necessary
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to bring good government to the metropolis, although 
they differed over the manner in which to achieve that 
end. As a result, Omaha reformers split into two groups, 
although they were not mutually exclusive or antagonis
tic. In fact both groups co-operated and usually be
longed to the same civic and commercial organizations.
One group, the counter-organizationists, were actively 
involved in seeking the reins of power in order to re
form city government. Met by hostility from the lower 
classes, blue collar workers, the political machine and 
conservative members of their own class, these reformers 
enjoyed only one brief electoral victory and little sub
stantive change was accomplished through the employment 
of their means. On the other hand, the second faction 
of reformers was larger and dominated the civic and com
mercial bodies. They sought to bring about structural 
changes to the political system. Unwilling to become 
involved in partisan politics, they felt it unnecessary 
to actually hold office, and instead they worked through 
the courts, the state legislatures and referendums to 
bring reform to the city. As lobbyists, litigants and 
propagandists, these mechanistic reformers succeeded in 
bringing about the municipalization of key public util
ities, the annexation of suburbs, electoral reform and 
the commission form of government. These reforms
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represent the major accomplishments of the progressive 
era in Omaha and they resulted from the efforts of the 
mechanistic reformers between 1900 and 1917. Although 
those progressives who sought office finally succeeded 
in doing so in 1918, they accomplished little. Their 
administration was characterized by a moral crusade which 
dissipated the energy necessary for socio-economic-poli
tical reform. Therefore, the essence of the progressive 
era in Omaha is to be found in the record of the mechan
istic reformers in the pre-World War I era.
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Chapter I
Omaha at the turn of the century

On a chilly Nebraska day in November 1853, Al
fred Jones and the brothers Tom and Bill Allen crossed 
the Missouri liiver from Council Bluffs, Iowa in a leaky 
scow and staked the initial claim from which Omaha 
would grow."*" In fifty years the settlement burgeoned 
into a major middle-west metropolis. The mushroom-like 
growth brought in its wake a host of social, economic 
and political problems, including vice, the clash of 
ethnic cultures, a lack of essential services, corrup
tion and bossism. The experience was matched in 
hundreds of other cities across the country and the 
first decades of the Twentieth century witnessed a 
nationwide attempt to rectify the situation. In this 
Progressive Era businessmen and other professionals be
came active in a movement to bring order to urban life. 
In Omaha these middle-class individuals organized civic 
and business associations which endeavored to bring 
honesty and efficiency to government. Thus, after 1900

1Alfred Oorenson, History of Omaha from the 
Pioneer Bays to the Present Time (Omaha. Nebraska: 
Gibson, Miller and Richardson, 1889), p. 43.

1



while the chaos of boom-town growth receded, the con
troversies of reform politics came to dominate Omaha 
history.

2

Chartered in 1854, Omaha's growth was sluggish 
during the following decade. According to the first cen
sus taken of the city in 1860, only 1,885 settlers in
habited the community, With the discovery of gold and 
silver in the Colorado Rocky Mountains during the late 
1850's, Omaha was gradually transformed into an impor
tant, albeit small, steamboat trading post on the upper 
Missouri River. The city's future growth and develop
ment was assured when it became the eastern terminus of 
the transcontinental railroad. By 1869, with the 
system's completion, the city was firmly established, 
although it lacked a significant regional market. Dur
ing the 1870's, communities to the south such as Kansas 
City and Saint Joseph quickly expanded with the growth 
of the Cattle Kingdom as they served as railroad termini 
to the Chisholm trail, with cattle shipped in from 
Abilene and Wichita. Omaha, too far north to reap the 
benefits of the booming cattle trade and lacking similar
external markets, grew modestly as a frontier town

2reaching a population over 50,000 by 1880.

2United States Government, Department of the In
terior, Census Office, Report on the Social Statistics 
of Cities Part II (Washington, D. C.: GPO, 188771 P*
745.
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Between 1880 and 1890, Omaha experienced a tre

mendous boost as settlers poured into the rich prairie 
farmlands of Nebraska and South Dakota, and as cattlemen 
discovered the abundant grasslands of Nebraska's western 
Sandhills. The city swelled in population to over
100,000 by 1890, a more than 300% increase from the pre- 

xvious decade. Coupled with this growth, Omaha emerged 
as an important center of regional trade, collecting 
agricultural goods from the rural hinterland and 
distributing them nation-wide, while also producing and 
distributing the goods needed for an expanding rural 
market. According to the Omaha Bee. the city boasted 
in 1885:

the largest silver smelting works in the world; a 
distillery— the fourth in magnitude in the United 
States . . . ; nail works that turn out four hun
dred kegs a day . . . and linseed oil works that 
rival in magnitude the largest in the United 
States.

In addition Omaha sustained a white-lead works, a

X^Although the census returns for 1890 showed 
Omaha's population at 140,452, most observers agree the 
returns were inflated. United States Government, De
partment of the Interior, Compendium of the Eleventh 
Census: 1890 Part I (Washington: GPO, 1892), p. ¿64. 
Howard P. Chudacoff in his study, Mobile Americans: 
Residential and Social Mobility in Omaha 1880-1920 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1972), pi 14, felt the
population was undoubtedly closer to 103,000, which 
still represents a more than 300% increase over the 
1880 census returns.

^Omaha Bee, January 1, 1885, p. 2.
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barbed-wire factory, a developing packing-house industry 
and the Union Pacific Railroad shops. The Bee further 
noted that from 1879 through 1884, aggregate wholesale 
traffic rose over 118?$. Five years later, in 1889, in
dustrial and wholesale growth also demonstrated impres
sive increases. The sale of agricultural implements 
rose 61% to almost S3 million. By 1889 products from 
distilleries rose 69% from the 1884 level and sales of 
boots and shoes produced in the city rose to S2,075,000, 
an increase of 68%. The aggregate of wholesale traffic 
during that year climbed 65% from the 1884 level.

With the advent of a large-scale agricultural
depression during the late 1880's and through much of
the 1890's, Omaha's rampant expansion halted. Where
real estate transfers in 1888 reached to over $13
million and almost $16.5 million in 1889, they dropped
to S6.2 million in 1898 and $7.4 million in 1899.^ By
1900 there was little indication of continued growth,
the census showing 102,555 inhabitants in the city, a

7level equivalent to that in 1890. The city also

^Ibid., January 1, 1890, p. 2.
^Ibid., p. 3, December 31, 1899, p. 11.
7United States Government, Department of the 

Interior, Census Bureau, Twelfth Census (Washington:
GPO, 1902;, p. 582.
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retained its 1890 boundaries: the Missouri River on the 
east; the city of South Omaha on the south; the suburban 
community of Florence to the north; and 48th street on 
the west. At the same time, large areas of the city re
mained undeveloped due to the depression.

The Omaha Trans-Mississippi and International 
Exposition of 1898 marked an economic turning point, 
however, as the city pulled out from the effects of the 
depression, and prosperity slowly returned to the com
munity. At the same time a second generation of busi
ness and professional men took control of industry and 
commerce and the city's future appeared bright at the 
turn of the century.

Despite the economic upturn, Omaha in 1900 was 
beset by problems brought on by rapid urbanization.
Among the problems which confronted the city were social 
concerns brought on by vice, the immigrant and the poor, 
a lack of adequate public services and the growth of an 
extensive political machine. Most individuals involved 
in progressive reforms within the city viewed Omaha as 
overrun with vice. The more than 250 licensed saloons 
filling the city contributed strongly to this notion. 
Often these drinking establishments sheltered gaming 
rooms or doubled as houses of prostitution. They also 
wielded significant political muscle as they combined



6

to provide the emerging machine with a stable base of 
power. As such the reformers were opposed to what the 
saloons represented and to the activities associated 
with them. At the same time these reformers, a large 
percentage of whom were from the middle and upper middle 
class, noted problems brought on by the immigrants and 
lower classes. The increase of southern European immi
grants settling in the city produced a clash of cultures 
which resulted in a demand for rapid enculturation of 
the alien. A lack of hospital facilities for the poor 
was also feared as a public health threat, especially 
after typhoid and tuberculosis epidemics swept the com
munity .

Similarly, Omaha reformers felt threatened by 
the public-service corporations which provided them with 
gas, water, electricity, coal and ice. Due to a con
fusing system of granting franchises and the influence 
of those corporations on members of city government, 
public-service combines were perceived as unregulated 
monopolies which grew rich at consumer expense while 
under the protection of the city. As Omahans demanded 
increased and improved public services, the collection 
of taxes became important and the system employed to 
accumulate them was found inadequate. Additionally the 
expense of maintaining separate city and county govern
ments increased while the tax base remained stable.
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On the political level the city was faced with 
an outdated governmental system and a political machine 
which threatened to strangle meaningful political parti
cipation. Organized around a single individual, who was 
more precisely a "ward boss," the machine in Omaha 
served as a power broker, both giving and receiving 
favors for services. Active in many spheres, it mediat
ed the interests of vice and politics, The machine was 
organized by Tom Dennison who returned to Omaha from the 
mining fields of Montana in 1890. A gambler, Dennison 
found Omaha a wide-open town with drinking, gambling 
and prostitution houses catering to all classes. He 
soon set about placing the saloons and gambling houses 
under his domination, an act accomplished through the 
purchase of rivals, intimidation or directing the 
harassment by the police. This latter method was 
executed through Dennison's contacts on the Omaha police 
force. If a saloon or gambling house refused the boss'

Oterms, it often found itself closed down by the police.
Settling in the third ward which embraced the 

central core of the city, Dennison by 1900 welded to
gether a ward machine based on powerful saloon,

^Omaha World-Herald. February 15, 1934, p. 4; 
George R. Leighton, Five Cities: The Story of Their 
Youth and Old Age (Hew York: Harper and Brothers Pub- 
lishers, 1939), p. 194.
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gambling and prostitution interests. His choice of 
wards was no accident. Through the 1890's the nine- 
block square third ward, physically one of the smallest, 
was the focal point of the city's saturnalian life, con
taining 33i° of Omaha's licensed saloons.^

Some have speculated that Edward Rosewater, the 
editor of the Omaha Bee, a staunch Republican and a po
litical dynamo in the city, acquainted Dennison with the 
community's political practices.1*“1 During these early 
years, however, the third-ward leader expended most of 
his energy in acquiring power over vice-related activi
ties, and as a result little evidence exists even in the 
1897 city elections that Dennison played any role. In 
that year, the mayoral contest between Edward E. Howell, 
a fusionist Democrat-Populist, and Frank Moores, a Re
publican, lacked crucial issues. Typical of Omaha poli
tics of the time, the campaign centered on personalities 
rather than substantive problems. Prior to the elec
tion, the most dramatic issue which emerged was the 
claim that Howell was a member of the American

qOmaha City and Eouth Omaha City Directory, vol. 
XX (Omaha" J. M. Wolfe and Co., Publishers, 1894), pp. 
953-955.

1(̂ Harl Dalstrom and Orville Menard, "The Old 
Gray Wolf, He Ain't what He Used to Be: Tom Dennison's 
Omaha" (Unpublished paper presented at the Northern 
Great Plains History Conference, October 18, 1975),
p. 8.
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Protective Association, an anti-immigrant, White- 
Anglo-Saxon-Protestant organization unpopular in Omaha's 
ethnic communities. The Omaha World-Herald in post
election analysis, argued that this false accusation 
led to Howell's defeat.11 Moores, supported by Rose
water, the Bee and Republicans, won with only 51^ of the 
vote cast. The third ward, which would eventually be 
the stronghold of Dennison and which would support
Moores in 1900 and 1903, gave Howell a slim majority

12of 47 votes out of 1,527 cast. These results reveal 
the absence of the machine at that date. By comparison, 
in the first two decades of the twentieth century the 
third ward habitually delivered eighty-percent major
ities to a carefully selected candidate.

It was likely the 1898 Omaha Trans-Mississippi 
Exposition which provided Dennison with the impetus to 
become an influential power broker in the city. With 
over 2.6 million visitors attracted to it, the Expos
ition boosted Omaha's service-oriented businesses —  
legitimate and otherwise.13 The boss became increasingly 11 12

110maha World-Herald, April 21, 1897, p. 4.
12Ibid., p. 1.

^Kenneth Alfer, "The Trans-Mississippi Ex
position" (Master's Thesis, The Creighton University,
Omaha, 1 9 6 8), pp. 111-116.



important for keeping vice flourishing in the city.
With developing political connections and as the owner 
of saloons and gaming establishments, Dennison's posi
tion as a mediator of politics and vice solidified.

Dennison fit patterns similar to most machine 
leaders, providing goods and services for those lower- 
class elements and immigrants who resided in the third 
ward. In return he received their votes for a slate 
which he constructed."^ On occasion he could deliver 
90i° of the ward's votes to the candidate or slate of 
his choice. By 1906 he extended his power to the tenth
ward by forming a coalition with Johnny Lynch who was

15elected to the county commission in 1912.
Dennison's strength, however, was not limited 

to these wards. While his saloon, gaming, prostitution 
and cocaine interests were concentrated in the third and 
tenth wards, they were not confined to i t S i n c e  he 
had powerful interests in these areas of vice, Dennison 
served as the mediator for all others engaged in * 16

^World-Herald, February 14, 1934, p. 4.
Omaha Daily News. February 13, 1918, p. 1.

16It has been noted that Dennison denied per
sonal involvement in the "dirty" vices— prostitution 
and drugs— but his lieutenant Billy Nesselhous is gen
erally acknowledged as having been franchised by the 
boss for these activities. See Leighton, p. 198; 
Dalstrom and Menard, p. 8.

10
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similar activities. He was able, through growing poli
tical connections and favors, to guarantee protection 
for individuals who acted according to his instructions. 
His influence on Omaha politics grew in wards which 
housed the largest percentages of lower-class people and 
immigrants, while his broker politics only extended to 
gaining protection for his special interests. He never 
sought office himself, nor did he aspire to dominate all 
aspects of local politics.

The politicians bestowed with his support were 
those in a position to placate the interests for which 
the boss became spokesman. As a result Dennison was in
terested in who would be elected city attorney, county 
sheriff or municipal judge, rather than city clerk or 
city treasurer. Likewise, he was always anxious to 
maintain a majority of councilman who were favorably dis
posed to his interests and to support a mayoral candi
date who would return political favors— protection of

17vice and patronage.
Due to a lack of information concerning Denni

son, the full extent of the machine in Omaha remains a 
mystery. Yet, even this outline appeared awesome to 
Omaha reformers. An extreme example of the power of the

1 7'Leighton, p. 196; Dalstrom and. Menard, pp.
7-9.
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machine and the fears held by Omaha progressives of that 
might, involved the bombing of Elmer Thomas' home in 
late 1904. Thomas was the attorney for, and one of the 
leaders of the Civic Federation, a group of moral pro
gressive reformers who hoped to drive vice and corrup
tion from the city. During the summer and fall of 1904, 
Thomas and the Federation struggled to have Dennison ex
tradited to face charges brought against him by a Grand

1 o
Jury in Logan, Iowa. On the night of November 21,
1904, a bomb, apparently planted by two individuals, 
partially destroyed Thomas' home. Four nights following 
the blast a meeting of three to four thousand irate citi
zens demanded the mayor and police departments ener
getically enforce the laws of the state and to see that 
the unknown "assassins" were brought to justice.̂

Thomas, unharmed by the explosion spoke acri
moniously at the meeting. Omaha was controlled by a 
single diabolical individual, he declared, and this at
tempt on his life was made because of the fight against

orld-Herald. April 21, 1904, p. 1; Omaha 
Daily News, Kay 3, 1904, p. 1, June 4, 1904, p. 1. Den
nison was indicted for robbery and receiving stolen 
goods in connection with a jewelry robbery committed by 
Frank Bhercliff in November 1892. Dennison claimed the 
entire affair was "cooked up" by rival saloon owners and 
gamblers trying to destroy his position in Omaha. Bee. 
April 22, 1904, p. 3.

1^World-Heraid. November 26, 1904, p. 1.
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this czar of crime. Though never naming Dennison,
Thomas concluded that we "will never have good govern

or)ment in Omaha until such men as this are driven out."
The entire matter was eventually forgotten as 

the perpetrators of the crime were never captured, al
though Dennison offered his services and a reward for 
their arrest. The boss was extradited to Iowa and tried 
on charges of robbery and receiving stolen goods. With 
excellent references provided by Omaha's mayor, police
chief and many of the councilmen as to his impeccable

21character, he was acquitted of the charges. Although 
Dennison was acquitted and the matter of the bombing 
faded from public attention, the incident heightened the 
fears of Omaha progressives and generally sensitized the 
public to the extent of the machine's influence.

At the turn of the century a second generation 
of business and professional men took over the economic 
leadership of the city. Equating the general welfare of 
the metropolis with their own material well-being, the 
problems which confronted Omaha became their problems.
On a nation-wide level, the problems facing urban areas 
and the self-interests of their inhabitants brought

20Ibid., p. 3-
2~*~Paily News. June 1-6, 1905.
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about a loosely articulated movement for reform. Al
though characterized by an advocacy of reforming old in
stitutions and a tendency to reject the old social- 
philosophical foundation of social darwinism, the move
ment lacked a clearly structured ideology. Reformers no 
longer viewed society as an aggregation of single indi
viduals pursuing selfish aims, but as a community of com
plex interactions. Scientific management became the 
watchword for these progressives, with questions of in
dustrial technology and management equated with those of 

22government. An urtjan government, its participants 
came from the growing middle and upper middle class in 
American society. Imbued with the new philosophy of the 
age of scientism, middle-level businessmen and profes
sionals organized to confront the problems brought on by 
rapid urbanization.

Omahans too responded to the problems facing the 
community. Moral reformers were dismayed by the promi
nence of social evils giving the city a poor reputation 
and by the visibility of poverty among the lower-class 
and immigrants. On one hand, many advocated prohibi
tion, enforcement of all sumptuary laws and the redemp
tion of "fallen women." Others established social

^Robert Wiebe, The Pearch For Order 1877-1920 
(New York: Hill and Wang^ 1967), pp. 145-163.
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settlement houses, advocated hospital care for the indi
gent and developed programs of post-natal instruction 
for mothers.

The progressive movement in the city also in
cluded maneuvers designed to bring about political re
form. Political reformers, imbued with a new scienti
fic business perspective, wished to bring efficiency and 
honesty to politics by centralizing the political pro
cesses so that business and professional interests would 
be in control of decision making.^ They worked toward 
reforming the tax structure, breaking the influence of 
public-service corporations and adopted numerous struc
tural reforms to break the hold of the Dennison machine. 
Recognizing the complexity and interrelatedness of the 
total progressive movement, this study will concentrate 
on efforts by Umahans to obtain political reform.

Those citizens of the metropolis who demanded 
urban political reform generally fit national economic 
and social patterns. They were businessmen in skilled 
managerial positions, small-scale manufacturers or 
merchants involved in regional commerce. The progres
sive ranks also were augmented by professionals, 23

23̂Robert wiebe, Businessmen and Reform: A 
Study of the ProgressiveTlovement (Cambridge. Mass. : 
Harvard University Press, 1962), p. 81.
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primarily lawyers, physicians and members of the clergy. 
As influential business and professional residents of 
the community, these reformers generally maintained a 
middle-to upper-middle-class economic status. Further
more, Omaha progressives reflected the nation's dominant 
ethnic and religious origin. This clearly was evidenced 
by the leadership of one organization of businessmen 
active in progressive reform, the Real Estate Exchange, 
of which 99°/° of its officers between 1902 and 1918 were 
distinctly WASP.24

Omaha progressives, like their nation-wide 
brethren, settled in similar residential districts far 
from the slums and working-class areas of the central 
urban core. When Creighton College was founded in 1878 
in a cow pasture, Omaha was a walking city. Abutted by 
the river on the east, the community extended twenty 
blocks west and covered approximately twenty blocks both 
north and south of the main thoroughfare, Dodge street. 
Twenty years later, the city's boundaries had enlarged 
to include 48 blocks west of the river and over 64 
blocks north and south, with the college now in the 
midst of housing developments.

24This conclusion was drawn on the basis of last 
names obtained from the Minutes of the Real Estate Ex
change. Files of the Omaha Board of Realtors, Omaha, 
Nebraska, 1902-1918.
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As the city expanded, land uses became increas
ingly specialized and residential patterns changed com
plexion. Geographically, socially and economically, 
Omaha split into four distinct areas. Following a con
centric pattern of settlement, the central core of that 
day was the city's business hub. It stretched from the 
Missouri River sixteen blocks to the west and nine 
blocks north and south of Dodge street, and its inhabi
tants, primarily transients and poor, lived in flop- 
houses and a few tenements. The second area consisted 
of the flat river region which was inhabited by the 
lower-class and the newly arrived immigrant. This area, 
a second concentric ring north to lake street, south to 
B street and west of the central core to 24th street, 
was distinguished by its cramped, crowded housing and 
the lower socio-economic status of its residents. The 
third area was the hilltop region, farthest from the 
river and settled last. Located west of 24th street to 
48th street, it had a higher percentage of home owner
ship, more spacious living quarters and its residents 
were usually of the middle and upper middle class— a 
largely upwardly mobile social group. The final area
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was the fringe of suburbs surrounding the city which 
housed the elite of Omaha's society.^

To support these generalizations concerning con
centric residential settlement in the city, three socio
economic variables were selected and examined between 
1900 and 1920. Data showing the levels of literacy, de
gree of education and the number of families per dwelling 
were analyzed. Appendix 1 offers a synopsis of the data 
and the methodology employed to obtain the conclusions 
presented above. Compiled by census collectors, this 
data was tabulated according to the city's political sub
division, the ward. Politically the metropolis con
sisted of nine wards at the turn of the century. In 
1905, without any increase in area, the city was re
districted into twelve wards. Other realignments came 
with annexations after 1915, but the number of wards 
remained constant as some were merely enlarged. The 
association between the three indicators and the ward 
divisions indicates there was clear socio-economic dis
tribution among the wards. Furthermore, this pattern 
was roughly concentric.

95vOmaha seems to fit the general pattern of con
centric development which Zane Hiller speaks about in 
his work, The brbanization of Modern America; A Brief 
History (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 
1973), pp. 76-86.
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Because the 1900 census is incomplete, only im
perfect generalizations can be made for that year.
Those areas assumed to have the highest association with 
the three socio-economic indicators of literacy, educa
tion and housing were the sixth, seventh, eighth and 
ninth wards. These regions, the "hilltop wards," were 
the farthest from the central business core of the city 
(see Map l). Although redistricting in 1905 changed the 
ward configuration, the above geographic generalization 
is borne out by later census data gathered in 1910.
Table 1 illustrates those wards which exhibited the 
highest association with the selected characteristics 
and descends in magnitude to those with the lowest cor
relation. As evidenced by Map 2, the four highest 
ranked wards were those farthest from the river and 
were centered in the hilltop region of Omaha, while the 
four wards at the lowest end of the scale corresponded 
to the flat river areas, embracing the central core of 
the city and the regions immediately surrounding it.
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MAP 1

1900 Omaha By Ward
With Generalized View of Residential Districts*

flor thi,t
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MAP 2
1910 Omaha With Relative Degree of Association Between
Wards and Three Selected Socio-Economic Indicators.

^7qV Vk4.«r

Si_.lt r  * *
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TABLE 1
Relative Degree of Association Between Wards and Three
Delected Socio-Economic Indicators.

Wards
Highest Middle Lowest

1910
12th, 9th, 
11th, 7th

6th, 2nd, 
5th, 1st

8th, 4th, 
10th, 3rd

1920
1st, 10th, 8th, 12th, 3rd, 4th,

(re
districted)

11th, 9th 6th, 2nd 7th, 5th

Bouree : United States Government, Department of Com
merce and Labor, Bureau of the Census, Population 
1910: Abstract of the Census with Supplement for 
Nebraska (.Washington: GPO, 1913), p. 621; Ibid., 
Population 1920: Composition and Characteristics Voi. 
Ill (Washington: GPO, 1923), p. 609.

The Omaha Dail.v News, in a special feature on 
residential areas of the city in 1907, pointed out that 
the most affluent housing area in the community was the 
West Farnam district, Encompassing the region from 
51st to 40th streets and Davenport to Leavenworth, this 
took in sections of both the ninth and eleventh wards. 
The article stated that in this district, homes were 
expensive, ranging from 410,000 to 475,000. The 
Hanscom park district located in the seventh ward was 
considered by the paper to be second only to the Farnam 
district. The final area of exclusive housing singled 
out by the news story was the Dundee suburb, the
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eastern outskirts of which bordered on the eleventh 
ward, with housing ranging in price from $8,000 to 
$25,000.26

Using the same analytical methodology and socio
economic indicators as in 1910, the 1920 census material 
established similar rank orders for the geographic re
gions as defined by ward boundaries. The scale found 
in Table 1 and superimposed on Map 3 shows the four 
highest-ranked wards generally replicated the rank 
orders found for regions in the city in 1910. With the 
exception of the first ward, which annexed the old, 
wealthy suburban village of Florence in 1917, the re
mainder of the highest-ranked wards, the tenth, eleventh 
and ninth, fell in similar geographical areas. As will 
be demonstrated in this thesis, it was in those middle- 
to upper-middle-class hilltop regions of the city that 
political reform received its greatest support through
out the progressive era.

In Omaha, as elsewhere, progressive reformers 
split among themselves concerning the methods of reform
ing political institutions. Out of this disagreement, 
two distinct groups evolved, composed of individuals 
from similar socio-economic backgrounds and residential 
areas within the city: the mechanistic political

2^Uaily hews. May 26, 1907, p. 7.
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MAP 3
1920 Omaha With Relative Degree of Association Between
Wards and Three Selected Socio-Economic Indicators.
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reformers and the counter-organizationists electoral 
participants (politicos for short). The mechanists 
believed that faults within the political structure 
produced an imperfect governmental system and that the 
urban boss succeeded because he used flawed institu
tions. Thus reform meant redesigning the system through 
structural tinkering and repairing those institutions 
with defects. Dealing with issues as divergent as muni
cipal ownership of public utilities and annexation of 
surrounding suburbs, they sought efficiency and honesty 
in government without involvement in electoral politics. 
Structural redesign precluded the need for them to be
come candidates for office or to otherwise seek to per
sonally fill the seats of government. Commercial and 
civic organizations such as the Commercial Club, the 
Real Estate Exchange, the Ad Club and the Economic 
League were used as a forum for, and a means to bring 
about reforms in Omaha's city politics.

The politicos, on the other hand, believed 
structural tinkering merely trimmed the limbs of a tree 
while ignoring its dying roots. While they usually 27

27Richard Hofstadter in his work, The Age of 
Reform (Lew York: Vintage Books, 1955), p. 257, uses 
such designations for reformers battling against 
bossism. The language fits the Omaha political re
formers particularly well.



supported particular structural changes, they con
sidered them inadequate by themselves to effect the de
sired results. The politicos belonged to the same com
mercial and professional organizations, lived in the 
same residential areas and shared the same goals of 
efficiency and honesty in government ; but they also 
considered it necessary to participate directly in 
partisan politics. Bossism could only be undone by 
electing clean, honest, progressive citizens to office, 
individuals selected for their business and profession
al skills who would scientifically administer govern
ment according to modern business precepts. The politi
cos, however, occupied a minority position in the com
mercial and civic groups active in reform and they were 
ordinarily unable to involve the associations in parti
san political participation. This forced the formation 
of separate political organizations by the politicos, 
such as the i'ontenelle Club, the Citizen's Union and 
the Committee for the election of the "Big Six.11

By 1900, then, Omaha had experienced tremendous 
economic and physical growth. As a complex urban en
tity the community was confronted by numerous social, 
economic and political problems. Among these was the 
presence of a political machine. The new generation of 
business and professional men residing in the upper

26
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socio-economic hilltop regions of the city became imbued 
with the currents of a philosophy of reform affecting 
the entire nation. Although these political reformers 
differed over the means of how to implement the pro
gressive goals of efficiency and honesty in government, 
they organized in various associations to combat the 
problems facing Omaha as a result of its rapid urban
ization.



Chapter II
Organizing for Reform

By the start of the twentieth century, Omaha's 
progressives had organized sufficiently to Begin their 
struggle for political reform. While united in their 
goals for city government, these reformers split into 
two groups over the means to be employed. On the one 
hand, the mechanists felt the aims of efficiency and 
honesty in government could be instituted through struc
tural tinkering. They utilized various civic and com
mercial organizations to carry on the fight. Foremost 
among these associations were the Omaha Commercial Club, 
the Real Estate Exchange and the Economic League. These 
organizations worked in harmony to bring about struc
tural reforms and remained opposed to electoral parti
cipation. The politicos, however, felt the goals 
shared with the mechanists could only be achieved 
through winning the seats of government in order to im
plement changes. Belonging to the same organizations as 
the mechanists, they found themselves frustrated in try
ing to involve these associations in pursuing partisan 
political activity. The politicos then constructed

28



separate political coalitions to work for electoral 
victory.

The largest organization for business and pro
fessional men during the progressive period was the 
Omaha Commercial Club which started in 1893 and was the 
forerunner to the Greater Omaha Chamber of Commerce.
The Club's articulated objective was to secure the co
operation of all classes of business and professional 
interests, work for increased trade and industries, aid 
in securing new businesses for the city and labor "for 
the common good of all in touching the general welfare 
of the city of O m a h a . E v e r y  member was considered 
under an obligation to be a part of Omaha's commercial 
machine, singing its praises. Music and lyrics were 
even prepared; one such ditty, sung to the tune of 
"Everybody's Doin' It" went:

Sing a song of Omaha— Omaha— Omaha 
Nothing wrong with Omaha— Omaha— Omaha 
If you want your bank to grow 
Omaha's the place that you should go 
Every chance there for live ones you know 
To get the dough, get the dough, get the dough 

SO
Everybody's flocking there— flocking there—  

flocking there
Nobody is knocking there— knocking there— knock

ing there

29

"̂ "Omaha Bee, September 3, 1893, p. 2.
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Grand old state from which she can draw 
Fair old, square old Omaha ?
Everybody's boosting her now.

Club members were urged to encourage the investment of 
outside capital as dollars invested in the city remained 
to circulate and meant benefits and prosperity for all. 
The devastating impact of the depression on the agricul
turally dependent metropolis quickly forced the Club to 
recognize the necessity of prompting economic growth. In 
addition, with a new generation of commercial and profes
sional leaders imbued with a modern scientific business 
outlook gaining importance, the association turned 
toward working for the civic welfare. By the turn of 
the century a synthesis of these two goals found the or
ganization advocating efficiency in municipal government 
and disdaining the corruption of the political machine.

A board of directors consisting of sixty members 
was elected yearly to preside over the body. However, 
as they met infrequently, the task of operating the Club 
was left to a chairman and the executive committee. The 
committee, consisting of twenty-five elected members, 
met weekly to debate issues and carry on activities.
The executive group retained large discretionary powers 
which enabled it to make decisions without having to

pJournal of the Omaha Commercial Club.
September 13, 1913, p. 2.
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approach the board of directors. On one occasion, how
ever , the autonomous powers of the executive committee 
were questioned by a mass uprising of the membership.
In February 1907, the committee publicly opposed a bill 
designed to lower passenger rates of the railroads. The 
rank and file of the organization supported such legis
lation, and over 200 members signed a petition repudiat
ing the executive committee's action, eventually forcing

■5it to reverse its position. Generally, however, the 
action taken by the executive committee reflected the 
will of its membership.

Various other standing and special committees 
were appointed by the executive body. The most impor
tant was the municipal affairs committee which led the 
Commercial Club's crusade for municipal political re
form. It was the most active of many standing committees 
in the association, researching and responding to prac
tically every problem confronted during this period. 
Others, such as the legislative and judiciary, public 
service and various special ad hoc committees also con
tributed to the Club's reform role. * 13

^Minutes of the Omaha Commercial Club (hereafter 
cited as CCM), Archives of the Greater Omaha Chamber of 
Commerce, Omaha, Nebraska, February 23, 1907, February 
26, 1907, February 28, 1907; Omaha Daily News. February
13, 1907, p. 1, February 24, 1907, p. 1.
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The Club maintained a cohesive assemblage, aver
aging almost 1,000 members prior to 1910. In the next 
decade well-organized membership campaigns were insti
tuted periodically with its roster climbing to 1,592 in 
1912 and to over 2,000 by 1916. Power, however, re
mained concentrated in a cadre of old-time members since 
few individuals participated in the body's activities on

4a regular basis. Voting for directors and members of 
the executive committee rarely involved more than 250 
members prior to 1910, or more than 550 between 1910 and 
1918.* 5 *

Club members tended to belong to the upper middle- 
class, as evidenced by their positions as business or 
professional leaders in the community. Furthermore an 
initiation fee of S25.00 and annual dues of S20.00 helped 
insure that only moderately prosperous individuals be
longed to the association.^ Indeed, Club membership was 
restricted as all candidates needed the sponsorship of 
two active members and a unanimous vote by the executive 
committee. Due to a low level of participation and the

D̂aily News. March 29, 1912, p. 1 .
5vThese rough figures were garnered from election 

results as recorded in CCM, 1901-1912 and the Journal. 
1912- 1918 .

^The Omaha .Excelsior. January 20, 1912, p. 4.
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firm grasp on the organization held by long-time members, 
those individuals who stood for election to the board of 
directors in 1904 and 1913 were representative of those 
most likely to participate in the Club's reform efforts. 
For the candidates seeking a spot on the board in 1904, 
it was found that over 75% resided in the hilltop re
gions of the city, encompassed by the sixth, seventh, 
ninth, eleventh and twelfth wards (see Table 1). These 
wards evidenced the highest correlation with socio
economic indicators chosen to define status in chapter 
one. A survey of the 1913 nominees for the board of 
directors duplicated the 1904 residential patterns.
Only 20.6% of the 1904 candidates tried again in 1913, 
still over 79% of the new list resided in the hilltop 
region, with another 9% located in the city's suburbs

7such as Benson and Jundee. Congregating in the same 
wards, there is little doubt these members of the Club 
were also members of Omaha's upper strata. 7

7hames were obtained from a voting blank in
serted in CCM, 1904 and in the Journal. January 11,
1913, p. 4. All data concerning addresses and occupa
tion found in Omaha and .jputh Omaha City Directory 1905, 
1913 (Omaha: J. M. Wolfe and Company).
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TABLE 1
Breakdown of 1904 and 1913 Commercial Club Board 
of Directors Candidates Residing in Delected Wards

year n= 6th
ward

7th
ward

9th
ward

11th
ward

12th
ward

total

1904a 106 2.8# 21.1% 23.9% 22.6% 4.7# 75.7#

1913 116 0% 118.1!% 25.9# 37.8# .8# 82.6#

aThe candidates for this year were plotted along the 
1905 ward boundaries to provide a basis of comparison 
with the 1913 data.

The Commercial Club's business philosophy was 
typical of most civic associations working to boost the 
city and attract new industries. In May, 1908, 120 
Clubbers boarded a chartered train to travel through 
Nebraska and Colorado to extol the community. Wearing 
caps with the words "Bor Omaha" emblazoned on the brim 
and the same message plastered on the rear car of the 
train, they appeared more as conventioneers than staid 
businessmen. Still they acclaimed the virtues of the 
city, handing out buttons and trinkets heralding the

Q

city, wherever they stopped.
It was also felt that unless the city was 

healthy and offered good, clean progressive government,

^Daily Dews. May 28, 1908, p. 2.
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it would be impossible to attract new business to Omaha. 
The type of reform advocated was mechanistic and non
partisan. In a statement taken from an editorial in the 
"Greater New York" magazine and reprinted in the offi
cial Journal of the Omaha Commercial Club, business as
sociations were admonished to remain outside party poli
tics. The commentary stressed that once elections con
cluded, non-political civic organizations took precedence 
over partisan bodies. Commercial associations, unin
fluenced by consideration of partisan advantage, were 
the best guides to elected officials, as their only ob
ject was the advancement of the general welfare of the 
city. The Club stressed this had always been its 
policy.̂  As such the Club remained vehemently opposed 
to involvement in electoral politics. Though it often 
urged its membership to vote for good government, it re
frained from endorsing any particular candidate, pre
ferring members to resolve partisan questions indi
vidually. It desired to remain non-political so that 
it would not become fragmented by special interests or 
public clamour. The leadership felt if the Club deviat
ed from this policy, its usefulness to the city would 
be impaired; it too would be regarded as a biased,

qJournal, August 9, 1913, p. 1.



36

interest-laden organization, either an obligated sup
porter or enemy of those in power

During the progressive era, members of the Club 
felt duty bound to support changes which would bring 
needed efficiency to the city— reforms such as municipal 
acquisition of the water works, annexation of suburbs 
and a commission plan of government. On October 9,
1906, the Club unanimously agreed to take a "greater in
terest in public matters." It established a committee 
to promote new concerns among the organization by ar
ranging for prominent speakers who would address them
selves to the important policy issues of the day.1"1" Dur
ing the four-month period from February through May,
1912, such notables as William D. Foulke, president of 
the National Municipal League, spoke on "Effective City 
Government," Judson Harmon, governor of Ohio, orated on 
"The Commercial Club and the Public Official," and Pro
fessor E. J. Ward of the University of Wisconsin, 
lectured on "Social Center Development." Other 
speakers also appeared, covering a variety of topics, 10 11 *

10Ibid., October 4, 1913, p. 1, May 30, 1914, 
p. 4, May 4, 1918, p. 1.

11CCI'i, October 9, 1906.
11Journal. August 3, 1912, p. 3•
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some of only business interest, while others dealt with 
stirring moral questions.

In 1912 the organization also established a 
permanent conference committee to act with and watch 
over the activities of the city commission. The follow
ing year the Club joined with a movement demanding city 

13planning. v With shrewd business acumen and a lack of 
political motivation, it even provided badges and other 
courtesies to the annual convention of the State Social
ist Association. Finally, they headed many of the move
ments to sell Liberty bonds during the first World War. 
Their enthusiasm knew no bounds; at a meeting of the 
Club to plan the sale of $7 million worth of bonds 
exuberant businessmen present subscribed Si,378,600 
themselves.

Another powerful political reform organization 
was the Omaha heal ¿state Exchange. Organized in 
November, 1886, it not only stressed the business of 
property transactions, but also advocated safeguarding 
the interests of Omaha. With broadly defined concerns, 
the Exchange became involved in the city's political 
and social reform movements. Because the real estate 13

13Ibid., August 31, 1912, p. 2, May 24, 1913,
p. 1.

14Ibid., July 22, 1916, p. 2, June 9, 1917, p. 1.
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men played an enormous role in directing the expansion 
of Omaha, it was quite natural that these individuals 
were concerned with the community's development, as its 
growth was synonomous with the Exchange's interests.1'’

Officers were elected annually to preside over 
the weekly meetings of the Exchange. A president 
directed the meetings and held the power to appoint com
mittees. An elected three-man executive committee 
served in an advisory capacity to the president and 
would on occasion provide goals for the organization.
A number of standing committees also existed within the 
association, the most important of which was the public 
service committee. Due to the small size of the organi
zation, however, ad hoc committees were the general rule.

The weekly Exchange gatherings were held in the 
meeting rooms of the Commercial Club. While there was 
no structure for paying dues, any money required for 
Exchange activities was raised through special assess
ments. The levy ranged from a specific amount for each 
individual to "passing the hat" for what was needed.
Open only to men involved in transacting real estate, 
its membership was much smaller than the Commercial * 8

15̂Arthur C. Wakeley, Omaha the Gate City and 
Douglas County Nebraska; A Record of Settlement, Or
ganization, Progress and Achievement, Vol. 1 (Chicago:
8. J. Clarke Publishing, 1917), pp. 263-4.
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Club. The majority of Exchange members belonged to that 
body— though they constututed only a small percentage of 
the Club's strength, with between fifty and one 
hundred members through the period, what it lacked in 
size, it made up for in persistance of activity. Those 
nominated and elected into the Exchange, like their Com
mercial Club counterparts, were generally upper middle- 
class. According to a December, 1904, roster, 61.3% of 
the Exchange's membership resided in the affluent hill
top regions."*"̂  While supporting data for later periods 
is unavailable, it was likely Exchange members continued 
to follow this residential pattern. Many in the organi
zation had enormous status within the community, such as 
Erastus A. Benson, largely responsible for founding the 
suburb bearing his name, and A. L. Reed and Nathan P. 
Dodge, Jr., both respected, wealthy builders in the 
community.

The Exchange was involved in many attempts to 
correct the problems affecting the welfare of the city.
A relatively small organization, it was better able than 
most other commercial associations to mobilize its

^Minutes of the Real Estate Exchange (here
after cited REE), Office of the Omaha Board of Realtors, 
Omaha, Nebraska, December 7, 1904, Residential data was 
compiled from the Omaha City Directory. 1905 and 
plotted on the 1905 political ward grid to provide a 
base of comparison with Commercial Club members.
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membership and resources to tackle the problems of cor
ruption and inefficiency in government. At the same 
time it had a more difficult time preserving its non
political status. A resolution laid before the body in 
August, 1902, moved it could not take part in any elec
toral movement or endorse any person for local offices. 
Although the motion was withdrawn, the organization later 
refused to endorse two of its own members nominated for 
public office: E. A. Benson in 1903 and William G-. Ure
in 1905. Instead the body merely expressed confidence

17in their abilities and qualifications. During the 1906
mayoral campaign, a motion was carried which prohibited
reading announcements of political meetings before the
Exchange. E. A. Benson, again a candidate, was not en- 

1 Adorsed. The 1912 city commission election also re
flected the difficulties experienced by the Exchange in 
remaining nonpartisan. when a motion was introduced 
asking the body to endorse a ticket sponsored by the 
progressive Citizen's Union, William H. Thomas, an ex
president, remarked he had been watching the organiza
tion for a lengthy period of time gradually turn into a 
political party. This he felt would do irreparable * 18

^REE, August 6, 1902, August 13, 1902,
Ueptember 13, 1905.

18Ibid., harch 28, 1906.
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damage to the association's reputation. Frank D. V/ead, 
one of many political activists in the body, agreed and 
instead felt members should organize independently and 
work for the Citizen's Union slate. Following further 
discussion the motion was withdrawn and another sub
stituted, calling on all citizens to vote in the 

19election.
The Exchange was active in many aspects of 

structural reform in the city. Following the 1904 
bombing of a Civic Federation leader's home, the asso
ciation felt Omaha's reputation as a peace-loving town 
was besmirched and it chastized the political machine 
it thought responsible for the wanton act of destruc
tion. In 1906 the newly elected mayor, James C.
Dahlman, appealed directly to the Exchange, asking its 
members to approach him with any questions pertaining 
to the city's good. The organization also belonged
to the National Municipal League, annually sending

21representatives to its conventions. The League was 
undoubtedly an influential source of reformist thought 19 20 21

19Ibid., May 2, 1912.
20Ibid., November 23, 1904, June 27, 1906.
21Ibid., April 13, 1910.
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for the Exchange, serving as inspiration for many of its 
activities.

In June, 1916, however, the Exchange incor
porated, changed its name to the Omaha Real Estate Board 
and rewrote its charter. A report adopted in November 
of that year implied the Board had overstepped its 
boundaries, growing into a negative rather than a con
structive body. It stated many of the questions brought 
before the body dealt with issues irrelevant to the real 
estate business and that they should be considered before 
other civic associations to which most Exchange members 
belonged. The Board was directed by the executive com
mittee to deal only with matters of direct consequence 

22to real estate. This directive marked the end of an 
important career in political reform by the organization.

Among other business organizations active in po
litical reform -was the Ad Club. Formed in 1902 to or
ganize the burgeoning advertizing business, it also took 
an interest in Omaha's civic affairs. It was more 
loosely structured than the Commercial Club or the Real 
Estate Exchange. Though there are no records and there 
is little information concerning the organization's 
activities, a 1912 list of its board of directors 22

22 Ibid., uune 21, 1916, November 15, 1916.
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indicates its membership had residential and socio
economic patterns similar to the other civic bodies.
Over 68% lived in the hilltop regions, while another 
13.6% inhabited the wealthy suburbs. J A nonpartisan 
group, it was most active in heading the movement to 
implement a commission form of government in 1911.

The Economic League, a political reform instru
ment organized in 1912, was a non-commercial body made 
up of business and professional men interested in eco
nomic problems facing both the nation and Omaha. The 
organization, which remained nonpartisan until 1915, 
concentrated on achieving municipal ownership of public 
utilities and helped lead opposition against a proposed
city charter in 1914 which failed to live up to re-

24former's expectations for home rule. By 1915, with 
politically active members such as Harry Zimman and C.
F. Harrison (a Real Estate Exchange member as well) in 
leadership roles, the League re-oriented toward partisan 
electoral activity.

Omaha also abounded with innumerable improve
ment clubs from various geographic areas of the city. 
Limited by neighborhood interests, however, the support 23

23̂Excelsior. January 6, 1912. Data from Omaha 
City Directory, 1911.

^The Omaha Nebraskan, December 24, 1914, p. 3.



given any issue or candidate was generally contingent on 
promises to pave roads, to get line extensions from the 
street railway or to be provided with other increased 
municipal services. These fragmented groups were of 
little importance to reformers who disliked localized 
interests and who were concerned with Omaha as a whole. 
There were occasional attempts to organize the various 
associations, such as the Federation of Omaha Improve
ment Clubs and the United Improvement Clubs, but they 
failed due to the fragmented interests of their members.

The mechanistic reformers utilized important 
commercial and civic organizations as a forum for their 
reform activity. Adopting similar goals, the organiza
tions, as will be demonstrated in subsequent chapters, 
worked in harmony to implement these ends. The policies 
adopted by the mechanists, however, frustrated indi
viduals within those organizations who felt that struc
tural tinkering was not enough, therefore prompting the 
establishment of separate partisan groups. At first, 
between 1900 and 1911, the local Republican party repre
sented the organization around which these individuals 
coalesced in their electoral efforts. During the 
course of the mayoral election of 1903, the party split 
into two factions, one supported by the political boss, 
Tom Dennison, and the other by political activists from
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various reform groups. In a newspaper advertisement 
calling on Omahans to support the maverick progressive 
candidate, E. A. Benson, more than one half of the
signers were recognizable members of the Commercial

25Club or the Exchange.
Although Benson was unsuccessful in his attempt 

to win as a reform Republican candidate, this movement 
spawned the Fontenelle Club in 1904, and according to 
one observer:

This club and its members soon became imbued with 
the idea that they were foreordained by providence 
to fill a long felt want— that of reforming the 
/Republican/ party in Omaha and Douglas county by 
kindling in the breasts of the good people a great 
necessity for moral uplift.

Membership in the organization grew rapidly,
reaching more than 200 in its first four months, while
it quickly flexed its political muscle, directing the

27defeat of the county Republican organization in 1904. 
The Fontenelle Club quickly became the rallying point 
for politico efforts in the 1906 mayoral election. By 2

2^Paily News. April 16, 1903, p. 1.
prEdward F. Morearty, Omaha Memories: Recol

lections of Events. Men and Affairs in Omaha. Nebraska 
from 1879 to 1917 (Omaha: Swartz Printing Co., 1917), 
pp. 238-239.

^ Daily News, March 6, 1904, p. 1, September 9, 
1904, p. 1; Omaha world-Herald, April 4, 1904, p. 7; 
Omaha Bee. May 15, 1904, p. 4.
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1909 the Fontenelles succeeded in taking over the Re
publican party. The association admirably served as an 
organization around which political activists, unable to 
utilize nonpartisan commercial and professional bodies 
in Omaha for their activities, could coalesce.

After the implementation of the 1911 Omaha com
mission plan, partisan politics was supposedly discarded. 
Politicos, however, found it necessary to construct 
other viable coalitions. Late in the fall of 1911, the 
Citizen's Union was established. It announced it was 
interested solely in good government and allowed no mem
ber to run for office, holding itself responsible for

2Rcreating and electing a slate of commissioners. 
Recognizing that the incumbent mayor and his city coun
cil supporters enjoyed an advantage in the primary, and 
because there were many individuals worthy of being 
nominated, the Union feared the votes of "good" citizens 
would be scattered, while the machine would cast its 
votes solidly behind a defined slate. The Union, which 
considered it expedient to concentrate the votes of the 
"better" citizens, likewise named a slate. J Defeated 
at the polls, however, the organization disbanded

^ Excelsior. January 20, 1912, p. 3; World- 
Herald. March 3, 1912, p. N3.

^ Excelsior, March 16, 1912, p. 3.
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shortly thereafter, following its one and only campaign. 
The politicos' efforts to capture the seats of local 
government continued, although they did not meet with 
success until 1918 at the tail end of the progressive 
era.

The progressive political reform movement in 
Omaha was split between two groups of reformers. The 
mechanists believed political reform could only be 
achieved through restructuring inefficient or corrupt 
institutions, working from within business and profes
sional associations, the mechanists found important forums 
for their reform activity. Meanwhile, the politicos be
lieved structural tinkering would accomplish little and 
that true political reform could only be brought about 
through placing progressives in the seats of power. Al
though many politicos belonged to mechanistic organiza
tions, they were unable to use these bodies for their 
electoral activities and were forced to construct their 
own partisan institutions. United in their goals, the 
progressives were divided over the means to achieve those 
ends of efficient and honest government. This ideologi
cal rift hau a tremendous impact on the directions of 
Omaha's reform movement. Of the two groups, the 
mechanistic reformers were the more successful in im



plementing a reform program. They were largely re
sponsible for many of the reforms enacted during 
Omaha's Progressive Era. They prodded apathetic city 
administrations into accepting municipalization of key 
public utilities, annexation of suburbs, electoral re
form and the commission form of government. When the 
politicos finally captured the reins of power in 1918, 
the progressive administration compiled a lackluster 
record. With most of the significant reforms previously 
accomplished, the politicos embarked upon a moral cru
sade against whiskey and vice which skirted the basic 
social, economic and political problems. Thus the 
record reveals that the significant reforms of the pro
gressive era in Omaha resulted from the activities of 
the mechanists during the years 1900-1917.



The Early Years of Reform

By 1900, Omaha emerged from the effects of the 
depression of the 1890's. At the same time, the city 
was faced with demands to increase municipal services, 
threatened by the abuses of public service corporations 
and confronted by a corruptive political machine. The 
years 1900 to 1905 reflected the first uprisings of 
Omaha progressives against corruption and ineffective
ness in government. These early years of Omaha's pro
gressive era found political reformers, as a whole, dis
organized in their activities. The various reform 
groups, both mechanistic and politico, lacked clearly 
defined plans of action. As such their initial efforts 
at reforming politics generally were unsuccessful. On 
the one hand, the 1900 and 1903 city elections gave 
birth to politico opposition to Omaha's machine politics. 
Barely visible in the 1900 election, the politicos by 1903 
became an important faction within the local Republican 
party. They split the party during that year's elec
tions, and were fruitless in achieving electoral victory. 
The mechanists, however, during the first years of the

Chapter III

49
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new century enjoyed initial success in their activities. 
Working to reform the city's tax assessment procedure, 
the mechanists succeeded in raising revenues and putting 
an end to favoritism shown public-service corporations. 
At the same time the mechanists had less success in 
wresting away the machine's influence on the board of 
fire and police commissioners. The reformers out- 
maneuvered Omaha Mayor Frank Moores' attempts to remove 
his fire chief. Through the course of litigation sur
rounding this issue, members serving on the board became 
state-appointed. The goal of ridding this institution 
of corruption failed, however, as vice in the community 
continued to proliferate. The lack of a uniform pro
gram among reformers was especially evident in their 
hesitant exertions toward the municipalization of pub
lic utilities. Cognizant of the powers held by the 
Electric, Gas, and Water Companies in local politics, 
the mechanists' lack of defined aims hindered them in 
their reform attempts. In all, these early years proved 
to be largely unsuccessful ones for both politico and 
mechanistic reformers.

Early in 1900 Omahan's faced a city-wide elec
tion to elect leadership for the onset of the new cen
tury. Election procedures, until changed in 1905,
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placed nominations for city offices in the hands of con
ventions staged by each political party. Primaries were 
held by the parties to elect delegates to the conven
tions. These representatives were elected by wards and 
generally on the basis of their support for a particular 
mayoral candidate. The various conventions then selected 
tickets for the regular ballot. On this ballot the mayor 
and numerous city officers were elected on an at-large 
basis, while city councilmen were elected by ward.

Mayor Frank Moores, nominally the head of the 
local Republican Party, faced a closely divided conven
tion when he sought a second term in 1900. He held forty 
of the ninety elected delegates, while William Bingham 
also held forty and G-erhard Benawa controlled the remain
ing ten. Bingham was an important commission merchant 
in the city, while Benawa, a member of the Real Estate 
Exchange, was also a renowned businessman. At the 
opening of the single-day convention, new rules were 
adopted preventing proxy votes from being cast and al
lowing the chairman of each ward delegation to cast its 
vote. This latter rule proved advantageous for Moores 
on more than one occasion. Minus the usual lengthy 
speeches, the nominations began and on the first ballot 
each aspirant received the votes pledged to him, pre
venting the garnering of a necessary majority. On the
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second ballot, however, the chairman of the ninth ward—  
a ward situated in the hilltop region— broke from the 
Benawa camp and cast its eight votes for the mayor. 
Immediately the ward's delegates demanded to be polled, 
but before the attention of the pro-Moores convention 
chairman was drawn, the incumbent mayor was declared the 
nominee with 48 votes. A subsequent poll of the ninth 
ward revealed that Moores received seven of its votes, 
thus retaining his majority. In another hall, at the 
same time, the Democrats nominated William S. Poppleton 
as their mayoral candidate.1 He also gained the support 
of a fusion ticket of the Populists and Silver-Republi-

pcans, which both had small remnants in Omaha.
With few issues, the campaign was uninspiring,

Moores pointed to his first-term record, promised to
provide good city administration and vaguely endorsed

xsome type of municipal ownership of the water works. 
Poppleton, meanwhile, promised to bring about "progres
sive city government" which would be best for the "poor 
man." He also proposed that the water works be pub
licly owned and that this would be his administration's

^Omaha Daily News, February 12, 1900, p. 1. 
^Ibid., February 16, 1900, p. 1.
Omaha Bee, February 17, 1900, p. 4.
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first duty. As the candidates differed little on the
issues, the Democratic Omaha World-Herald provided the
only excitement in the campaign, assailing Republican
Moores for having robbed the poor while a city clerk
prior to his election as mayor in 1897. It devoted an
entire section of one edition to publishing the names of
812 individuals "swindled" by Moores, who had charged

5each a licensing fee of $1.00. Three days later, and 
just two days prior to the election, the Republican 
Omaha Bee mounted a counter-attack, assaulting Popple- 
ton's stand to acquire quickly the waterworks. He was 
ridiculed for attempting to make an issue of municipal 
ownership of the water plant when such an idea had been 
advocated by Moores since 1897. Poppleton's integrity 
was also questioned, as a 13 million bond issue to 
acquire the water works carried a provision which could 
result in additional land being purchased if the water 
company was hurriedly obtained. The Bee conjectured 
that Poppleton, a well-known land speculator, hoped to 
gain from such a municipalization scheme.^ Candidates 
for the city council, meanwhile, had even less to say,

^Omaha World-Herald. March 3, 1900, p. 4.
^Ibid., March 1, 1900, pp. 9-12.

4

^Bee, March 3, 1900, p. 5, March 4, 1900, p. 1.
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avoiding issues and hanging onto the coattails of their 
party leader.

The election results showed Moores won with al
most 53% of the vote. In the at-large council elections, 
six Republicans and three Democrats won seats. However, 
one important trend was established which would endure 
throughout Omaha's progressive period. The "silk- 
stockinged" candidate, Poppleton, received his major 
support from the second, seventh and ninth wards, which 
covered the hilltop areas of the city. The sixth, 
another of the "hilltop" wards gave a slim majority to 
Moores, although swinging to him by only 72 votes out of 
2,498 cast. Meanwhile, the largest percentages presented 
Moores were in the river flats, which encompassed most

7notably the machine-controlled third ward. The parti
san world-Herald abhorred the "shameless fraud perpe
trated" by Moores in securing his victory. The news
paper explained that,

To gain an idea as to how the trick was turned, it 
is only necessary to know that the Third ward, the 
bailiwick of Tom Dennison, the policy king, re
turned a majority for the machine candidate of 
nearly 600, something never before approximated in 
the history of the city.

The victory was only exacerbated by the "coercion of the 
police force, the terrorizing of the saloon element, 7

7Canvass of the Votes at an Omaha City Election, 
March 6, 1900, Files of the Douglas County Election 
Commissioner1s Office, Omaha, Nebraska.
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appeals to the prejudices of the foreign-born citizens 
in the lower wards and downright bribery and wholesale

Q
corruption." In this manner the community was intro
duced to the machine, however exaggerated the World- 
Herald's indignation. Even so, Poppleton's defeat was 
undoubtedly expedited by efforts of the machine. Moores' 
victory in the third ward, in which he carried 64.7% of 
the vote, was unique in Omaha's recent political his
tory where the vote cast in each ward was ordinarily 
close, l'he significance of this large vote is evident 
in that among the other five wards carried by Moores, he 
did so with only 52% of the ballots. At this point, 
Dennison's machine was only beginning to flex its politi
cal muscle.

Reformers had greater successes in dealing with 
structural problems facing the city than in electoral 
activity. The first problem which they confronted re
volved around growing community expenditures and the in
ability of receipts to keep pace. The new century wit
nessed a mushrooming demand on the municipality to pro
vide more and better services. As the need for city 
services increased— street cleaning, garbage collection 
and the police— so did municipal expenses. Reformers

8World-Herald, March 7, 1900, p. 1.
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faced a stationary tax base and the fact that franchised 
corporations' taxes were disproportionately low as com
pared with those on commercial and private property.

Action on the taxation question began in 1899 
when a Commercial Club special committee informed the 
public that the city was not collecting between #50,000 
and #250,000 yearly in personal property taxes. On in
struction by the executive committee, the matter was

Qtaken before the city council. The council desired to 
rectify the situation, but was thwarted by an angered 
city treasurer, Albert G. Edwards, who felt his integri
ty was being questioned. In April, 1900, however, the 
first steps towards more efficient collection were taken 
by a newly elected city treasurer, August H. Hennings, 
when #600.00 worth of personal property was seized from 
Louis Slobdonski for non-payment of city taxes. Warning 
that he would split the city into sections and assign a 
collector to each, Hennings was determined to collect on 
all remaining back taxes.^ This dedication continued 
the following year when the city treasurer announced the 
addition of a moving van and six collectors to his 
staff. As collection expenses were enormous, he de-

^Daily Mews, December 14, 1899, p. 1.
•^Daily Lews, December 19, 1899, p. 1, April

17, 1900, p. 1.
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dared excuses for non-payment would no longer be ac
cepted. Household goods, Hennings added, were accept
able and would be taken in lieu of cash on delinquent 
accounts.11

With back-tax collection apparently in good 
hands, little further interest was taken in tax-related 
questions by the mechanists until June, 1901, following 
assessments by the Douglas county board of equalization. 
The heal Estate Exchange, which took the greatest in
terest in the matter, appointed a committee of three to 
look into possible tax irregularities by the county or 
the city. A report filed a week later at the regular 
meeting of the Exchange declared that the Omaha Street 
hallway, the Omaha Packing, the Omaha Bridge and Ter
minal and the Omaha Electric Companies were not paying 
their just proportion of county taxes. The report was 
recommitted for further study, but because the county 
commissioners were convening to hear objections, another 
committee was appointed to protest assessments as too
high on real estate and not high enough on personal

12property. Although little was accomplished by this

11Ibid., February 9, 1901, p. 1.
Minutes of the heal Estate Exchange (here

after cited as REE), Office of ihe Omaha Board of 
Realtors, Omaha, Nebraska, June 12, 1901, June 19,
1901.
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move, the Exchange did send a copy of the revised re
port to other civic and commercial organizations. The 
report blamed the inequity of assessments between real 
estate and personal property on an inadequate tax base 
and suggested city-county consolidation as a solution.1-̂

The climax of the issue came with the 1902 city 
assessments. Under legislation passed in 1897, city as
sessments were made by an elected official, the tax com
missioner, who appointed deputies to assist him. A 
board of review was also provided for, empowered to re
view the assessments of all real and personal property 
returned by the deputies and to correct any errors. It 
consisted of three members: the city tax commissioner 
and two others appointed by the mayor and confirmed by 
the city council. Finally the council sat as a board of 
equalization to hear appeals on assessments before de
ciding on tax levies for the year."*"̂

Appointments to the board were not always made 
with regard to impartiality. John V. Battlin, whose 
father was treasurer and engineer for the Omaha Gas 
Company, was appointed to the 1901-1902 board of review. 15

15hEE, September 25, 1901, October 9, 1901.
"*"̂ dtate of Nebraska, Laws, .Resolutions and Mem

orials passed at the Twenty-Fifth Cession of the 
Nebraska Qtate Legislature (Lincoln, Neb.: State 
Journal Co., Printers, 1897), p. 110.



59

As the G-as Company was one of the larger corporations 
whose holdings were valuated by the board, a conflict of 
interest clearly existed with Battlin's appointment.
The other appointee, Edgar Zabriski, an accountant for 
the Omaha National Bank, appeared to have less notice
able ties to public utility interests.

On December 10, 1901, the review board reduced
assessments on the Omaha Gas Company and the Street
Railway Company by fifty percent. Tax Commissioner
William Flemming objected, urging regular hearings to

15determine the most equitable assessments. The Ex
change at a meeting the following day, condemned the 
action of the board and appointed a special committee 
to study the situation. At a special meeting two days 
later, the committee suggested doubling the assessment 
of the Gas Company to $720,000 and more than quadrupling 
the Street Railway's to S2 million. It also petitioned 
the board of review to grant a rehearing. The Exchange 
endorsed both the report's conclusion and the com
mittee's quick action.1  ̂ At the rehearing, contested 
valuations of four public-service corporations (Gas, 
Street Railway, Water, and Electric Companies) were 15

15•u'aily News, December 11, 1901, p. 1.
•^REE, December 11, 1901, December 13, 1901.
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raised by an average of 11.5%. Although considerably be
low what the Exchange deemed equitable, the Omaha Daily
hews felt this slight increase was due solely to that or

17ganization's protest. Harry B. Zimman,. a city council
man noted for his radical tendencies, congratulated the
Exchange on its active interest in civic affairs and
hoped the public would no longer allow the corporations

1 Ato dodge their taxes.
The Exchange, however, was displeased with the 

results. A report filed by the now permanent committee 
on taxation argued "that the assessments of the fran
chised corporations is /sic/ manifestly unjust when com-

19pared with the assessments on real estate." These 
corporations traditionally levied only 40% of their net 
worth, whereas real estate was taxed 100% on its real 
value. At the conclusion of its report, the Exchange 
instructed the committee to take the matter before the 
city council when it met as a board of equalization in 
January, 1902. Preparing its offense against the cor
porations, the association hired James H. McIntosh, an 
attorney, to present its case before the city council. 
The council, which previously passed a resolution to

^ Daily Mews. December 15, 1901, p. 1.
"^Omaha Bee. December 15, 1901, p. 5.
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hear the Exchange's complaints on the afternoon of Janu
ary 20, 1902, voted five to four on that morning to 
rescind the resolution and let the assessments stand.
In taking this abrupt action, the council argued that 
enough protests were heard, although the Exchange had no 
opportunity to appear before that body. Harry Zimrnan, 
who voted against the action, claimed the hearings were
a sham and accused the corporations of controlling a

20majority of the council.
This set-back did not stop the Exchange. It

unanimously adopted a motion endorsing and approving the
retention of McIntosh and directed pursuing the matter
into court. The resolution also urged all members,
property owners and citizens alike, to contribute lib-

21erally to a fund to continue this work. McIntosh, 
meanwhile, filed for an injunction to restrain the coun
cil from making the annual tax levy until it reconvened 
as a board of equalization to hear the protests. The 
injunction was granted and later appealed to the Nebras
ka Supreme Court. This court upheld the injunction and * 21

"*-̂ REE, December 18, 1901.
^ BEE. January 18, 1902, p. 1; Daily News. 

January 16, 1902, p. 1, January 20, 1902, p. 1.
21'REE, January 29, 1902
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found the council "capricious, willful and arbitrary"
22in hearing the complaints.

The city council, running behind in issuing tax
levies for 1902, instructed the corporation heads of the
Gas, Electric, Water, and Street Railway Companies to
appear when it reconvened at the order of the courts,
as a board of equalization. It further directed those
heads to bring all books and ledgers which might aid in
making the valuations. The Exchange's effort resulted
in additional 50% increases for the Gas, Water, and
Street Railway Companies, and a substantial increase

2"5for the Electric Company. At a meeting of the Ex
change following the fight's successful conclusion, 
McIntosh credited the victory to the diligent and hard 
work done by the tax committee. He regarded this but 
another example that city government should be run in a 
business-like manner and the Exchange, a business or
ganization, proved this. 9 * * * * *

2?Daily Hews. February 7, 1902, p. 1, February
9, 1902, p. 1, February 12, 1902, p. 1, April 24, 1902,
p. 1.

2j5Ibid., April 26, 1902, p. 1, May 19, 1902,
p. 1; Bee, May 16, 1902, p. 8, May 17, 1902, p. 8,
May 20, 1902, p. 10.

24'REE, May 28, 1902.



Patronage appointments to the board of review 
lay at the erux of the assessment problem facing Omaha. 
Attempting to raise corporate tax levels to a par with 
real estate levels, the Exchange appointed a committee 
to provide any aid necessary to Tax Commissioner Flem
ming in determing the 1903 city assessment. Another 
committee was appointed to confer with the mayor in re
gard to nominations to the board of review. The Com
mercial Club also named a committee and joined with the 
Exchange in its efforts. The Club hoped that the com
bined efforts of both organizations would result in one 
of their members being selected to serve on the board of 
tax review to represent the commercial interests of the
city. As such, the reformers instituted watchdog com-

25mittees to insure fair tax valuations.
Although the Exchange acted in a self-interested 

manner to lower real estate taxes, it also sought to 
provide increased revenue to the city through equitable 
assessments. It raised funds, organized support and 
hired an attorney to prosecute the case in court. By 
raising valuations for public service corporations, the 
reformers were able to remove some of the benefits these 
institutions had accrued through favoritism shown by the 25

25
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'REE, October 15, 1902; COM, October 21, 1902.
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mayor and council. The Exchange and to a lesser extent, 
the Commercial Club, attempted to place individuals on 
the tax board with some competence and understanding of 
tax problems facing the city. They succeeded admirably 
as no other tax assessment problems of this magnitude 
haunted the city in the pre-World War I era.

Around the turn of the century, the attention of 
political reformers also turned toward the Omaha board 
of fire and police commissioners. To the progressives 
the board represented gross inefficiency and corruption 
in the city's government: a government which freely al
lowed the social evils of gambling, drinking and prosti
tution to run rampant in the community. The mechanists 
felt that a competent, self-regulating system would ex
tricate the city from unwanted licentiousness, and they 
demanded that appointments to the board be removed from 
the reach of the machine.

Under the 1897 city charter, the governor ap
pointed a four-member fire and police board. The state 
empowered the board to license saloons and oversee the 
activities of the fire and police departments, while a 
city ordinance authorized it to control vice. Because 
of the nature of its duties, men involved in selling 
liquor, tobacco or fire insurance were not permitted to 
serve on the board. To guarantee honesty on the board,



the statute required each commissioner to faithfully, 
impartially and honestly discharge his duties "and that 
in making appointments or considering promotions or re
movals, he will not be guided or actuated by political

26motives or influences."
The 1897 legislation immediately engendered a 

controversy since it provided for four members on the 
board instead of three as in 1895. Newly elected mayor, 
Frank Moores, objected to the legislation and made his 
own appointments before the governor commissioned his 
selections. The conflict resulted in litigation which 
made its way to the state Supreme Court by 1898. The 
majority opinion in the case, recognized that the legis
lation was designed to give the state party in power a 
partisan advantage in the affairs of Omaha. However, 
it felt this was of little concern to the court, and it 
declared the city retained a natural right to maintain 
a fire department. It ruled the governor had no author
ity to appoint the police and fire commissioners, as he 
would infringe on one of the reserved rights of the

27people, The governor’s appointees were then ousted. 26

26 State of Nebraska, Laws. . .at the Twenty- 
Fifth Session, pp. 124-125.

^ State v. Moores, 55 Neb., 480.
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In March 1900, recently elected Governor William 
Poynter appointed a new board, thinking the case could 
be re-opened and the decision reversed due to the fact 
his attorney general was in good standing with the

n o

court. Vivid press reports of all-night saloons and
drinking on the Sabbath prompted Poynter1s action. The
governor failed, however, as the court declared his
action unconstitutional, basing its argument on the 1898

29State v. Moores decision.
Although Omaha progressives did not initiate or 

support Poynter's actions, the following year they 
jumped on the anti-vice bandwagon. The political im
portance of board appointments became evident in early 
1901 when pressure was applied to remove Fire Chief John 
bedell. It was widely publicized that Moores wanted him 
out of the way because Redell refused to use fire de
partment employees to support the political machine. 
Redell's position became more tenuous on March 12, 1901, 
when Louglas county state representatives introduced a 
bill to expand the board's powers. The bill sought to 
allow the commissioners independently to fix the salaries 
of the fire and police chiefs and enabled them to remove * 15

^ Daily News. March 15, 1900, p. 1; Bee, March
15, 1900, p. 1.

^Bee, June 8, 1900, p. 1.
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these individuals at their pleasure. The proposal also 
aimed to remove a provision from the city charter pro
hibiting men engaged in liquor sales from serving as a

30commissioner. This overt power-politics manuever pro
moted the birth of a committee of eight men, all members 
of the Commercial Club, which went to Lincoln to lobby 
against the bill. The executive committee of the Club 
also drafted a letter which it forwarded to every member 
of the Legislature. The communication, which decried 
the Mayor's attempt to depose one anti-machine indi
vidual, succeeded and Redell retained his office tem- 

31porarily.
In May 1901 the movement to oust Redell re-

emerged. The mayor insisted Redell's men were charging
the chief with brutality, cruelty and immorality in his

32actions toward them. The Commercial Club redoubled 
its efforts to prevent the ouster. At a meeting of its 
executive committee on May 28, testimony was heard 
praising the chief. Ex-Army Captain Henry E. Palmer, 
now an insurance agent, praised the reduction of fire 
insurance rates during Redell's tenure, while Judge 
William b. Wright lauded his excellence as a fireman.

'^jjaily Hews, March 12, 1901, p. 1.
■^Ibid. , March 16, 1901, p. 1.

p. 7.
-^Ibid. , May 10, 1901, p. 1; Bee, June 4, 1901,
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He added, however, that he was a poor politician hut 
this was what businessmen wanted in their fire chief. 
Club members viewed the accusations against Redell as 
nothing more than trumped-up political charges which 
"bore on their face the evidence of a labored effort.
The Commercial Club launched a letter writing campaign, 
which Moores immediately discounted. He maintained all 
the letters were written by Redell and a few members of 
the Commercial Club who opposed him. The letters, he 
continued, were signed perfunctorily by businessmen who 
had no knowledge of the events, but acted merely on the 
words of their friends. Moores disclaimed political mo
tivation, stressing that he instructed the board to re- 
move the chief because of the many complaints.

The mayor circulated a petition among fire 
fighters which protested against attitudes held by Com
mercial Club members. It accused the Club members of 
feeling that since Redell put out fires quickly and ef
ficiently, it did not matter how he treated his men.
Over 90ÿ= of the firemen signed the document and they in
sisted that more efficient fire fighting was due to 
better equipment and increased water pressure, rather

-^World-Herald. May 28, 1901, p. 1; Daily News. 
May 28, 1901, p. 1. Ouote from the World-Herald.

94Bee, June 4, 1901, p. 7.



than any genius on the part of the "tyrant," Redell.
The Daily News reported the petition circulated for a 
couple of weeks and that

During the time the members of the department were 
given to understand that they held their positions 
at the instance of the mayor and board or ¿sic/ 
fire and police commissioners and that they woulqU 
serve their best interests by getting into line. 5

While there was a great deal of sentiment against Redell, 
it was probably not as great as intimated by the large 
percentage of signers of the petition. The implied 
threat by the mayor as to the consequences of not en
dorsing the document appeared to aid the acquisition of 
a high percentage of firemen signing the petition.

The Commercial Club responded by authorizing a 
special committee to use all means at its disposal to 
retain Redell. A temporary injunction obtained a week 
later from the state district court restrained the fire 
and police board from firing him. Handed down by Judge 
Lee Estelle, it stated the council could not delegate 
the power to remove city officials to the commission
ers.^ At a hurriedly called special meeting of the 
city council, Mayor Moores declared that because Estelle 
granted an injunction against the board from performing

-^Daily Hews. June 5, 1901, p. 1.

p. 1.
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its duties, it was obviously an illegal entity in the 
eyes of the court. All appointments made by the com
missioners were then considered as illegitimate. There
fore, the duty devolved on the mayor and council to make 
appointments to legalize the fire department. A list of 
names sent to the council for ratification reappointed 
the entire fire department, minus John Redell. By a 
vote of five to two, the action was sustained. One 
council member, Frank Burkley, refused to vote, while 
another was absent. Five days later, at the regular 
meeting of the city council, the police department was
reappointed in the same manner, although its chief was 

■37retained.
Commercial Club members, Frank Ransom, William 

Gurley and Carl Wright, represented Redell and filed a 
suit. Lower courts upheld the chief's dismissal, but 
on appeal to the state Supreme Court these previous de
cisions were overturned and the case was remanded for 
retrial. Redell, however, no longer had the will to 
fight and declined to go any further. At the same time 
the case reversed the 1898 State v. Moores decision, 
throwing out the incumbent mayoralty appointed board. 37

37v 'Minutes of the Omaha City Council, Archives of
the City Clerk's Office, Omaha, Nebraska, June 13, 1901,
Document #2118, June 18, 1901, Doc. #2128.
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The court remarked that the 1897 law in question had 
been adopted because of the inducement provided by 
Chapter 10, section 167 of the state statutes which held 
that the governor enjoyed the sole responsibility for ap
pointing the board. A majority of the justices claimed 
legislators would not have voted for the bill without 
that segment, hence the statute had to be judged in its 
entirety. It argued that the 1898 case had not been 
concerned with the legislation, but with the fight of 
the state to regulate the city. This court declared the 
city was an artificial being, "a creature of legisla
tion," hence the 1897 statute remained as a whole.

Significantly the ruling allowed Governor Ezra 
Savage to make new appointments. In Chicago at the 
time, Savage vowed to return immediately and consult 
with gentlemen to recommend four good men for the board. 
He stated:

My appointments will be men of the highest charac
ter— businessmen and taxpayers of Omaha— broad
minded men. The appointments will be made irre
spective of politics or religion. Politics will not 
figure at all. The men that I appoint will be a 
guarantee that the administration of the Omaha fire 
and police board will be business-like and clean 
and that the laws will be enforced without fear or

38‘Redell v. Moores, 63 Neb., 229-231.
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favor and will reflect credit on the city of Omaha 
and its people. y

The governor, progressive in his own right, most likely 
meant to keep his word. Although he had, in an unpopu
lar move, pardoned an ex-State Treasurer who embezzled 
more than half a million dollars, he still was regarded 
by his most ardent critic, the Lincoln Journal, as 
"chief of one of the most upright and certainly the most 
efficient bodies of state officers that Nebraska has had 
for many years. The Commercial Club, which had been 
battling for honesty on the board, was now certain that 
its efforts had borne fruit and that Savage would ful
fill his promise.

The governor's appointments, however, were not 
forthcoming as the status of the incumbent commissioners 
was still unclear. It was uncertain if the mayorally- 
appointed board could legally serve out its term. Also, 
Moores threatened to disband the commission, claiming 
that such action would save money and cut back city 
spending, although it appeared as a desperate move to 
maintain political control by refusing the governor the

^ World-Herald, December 5, 1901, p. 1.
^Lincoln Journal. as quoted in James C. Olson, 

History of Nebraska (Lincoln. Neb.: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1955), p. 248.
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offices.^ Failure by Moores to act on his threat and 
the inaction by Savage prompted Carl Wright to ask the 
Supreme Court for a writ of mandamus to compel the gov
ernor to appoint the board. The court ruled that when 
the executive was faced with a task which gave him a 
choice, a writ could not be issued. At a rehearing pur
sued by Wright two months later, the opinion was re
versed as the court asserted the mayor had made no legal 
appointments and hence there were no legitimate incum
bents on the board. The writ was granted and the gover
nor was directed to take immediate action. Savage, this
time in Salt Lake City, returned to make the appoint- 

42ments.
Both the Real Estate Exchange and the Commercial 

Club reacted quickly to the news. The Exchange, meeting 
a day following the court's pronouncement, appointed a 
committee of five to communicate a resolution to the 
governor. It announced the business community had a 
vital interest in the welfare of the city and that the 
Exchange believed management of the police and fire de
partments could be improved. The resolution requested 
and urged

~̂4)aily Mews, December 30, 1901, p. 1.

^ State v. Savage. 64 Web., 697, 705; Bee.
July 23, 1902, p. 1.
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Governor Savage to appoint as members of the new 
fire and police commission men who will conduct 
the . . . departments on strictly business princi
ples without regard to partisan or factional poli
tics or private interests.4"5

It also authorized the committee to provide Savage with 
any aid he might require, even to the point of recom
mending men for the board. The following day the Com
mercial Club adopted the same resolution and appointed 
a three-man committee to co-operate with the Exchange. 
Less than a week later the combined committees met with 
Savage and recommended eight men who had been selected 
for their fitness and non-partisanship.* 44 The governor 
listened, then responded by saying he had over 200 ap
plicants for the four jobs. The candidates suggested by 
the committee were not appointed, although the new com
missioners' backgrounds satisfied Omaha reformers. Fol
lowing legal squabbles caused by the half-hearted re
fusal of the incumbent board to relinquish its office
and an attempt by the mayor to withhold salaries from

45the newly appointed board, it took power. v
By late 1902, a new board of fire and police 

commissioners was instituted in the city. By removing

45REE, July 23, 1902.
44CCM, July 24, 1902.
4^Pail.v News. July 29, 1902, p. 1, August 4,

1902, p. 1, November 10, 1902, p. 1; Bee. August 5,
1902, p. 1.



appointments from local hands, Omaha reformers hoped 
this action would result in a more scrupulous board. 
While this change occurred on the state level, the me
chanists played an influential role. In defending 
Redell's status as fire chief from the mayor's designs 
to dismiss him for political reasons, and through liti
gation the mechanists paved the way for a new board. 
While successful in structurally reforming the board of 
fire and police commissioners, they were unable to exert 
very much power over who was appointed.

These two initial efforts at reform also pro
vided an impetus to the politicos who wished to become 
involved in more than structural tinkering. Most hill
top residents and much of the media supported the re
formers in their confrontation with public service com
panies over the issue of corporate taxation. Also, 
Omahans generally considered that the removal of the 
board of fire and police commissioners from the sphere 
of the city's machine politics was crucial to less cor
rupt and more efficient government. The politicos were 
confident the new public awareness and sentiment would 
pave the way for their victory in the 1905 city 
elections.

Reformers had been offered little choice during 
the 1900 city contest. By 1905, however, they found
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some hope in the political system when a progressive 
candidate made a successful showing in the pre-conven
tion Republican primaries. Brastus A. Benson, an influ
ential and long-time member of the Real Estate Exchange, 
tried his hand at politics and managed to garner con
siderable strength, gaining 71 delegates, practically 
all of whom were concentrated in the hilltop of Omaha.
Moores, backed by the Dennison machine, captured a block

46of delegates of equal size.
A tense situation existed with the delegates 

split and without a favorite-son candidate from any of 
the wards who could provide a compromise. The first 
order of business, a crucial one for both factions, was 
the selection of a convention chairman. At a caucus 
prior to the convention, Benson supporters selected 
Ralph V. Breckenridge, a prominent attorney and member 
of the Commercial Club, as their standard bearer, while 
the Moores faction chose Robert Cowell, an old party 
stalwart. The full convention accepted the latter by 
the narrowest of margins, 72 to 71, and without delay 
the gathering proceeded to nominate a mayoral candidate. 
The voting went smoothly until the final ward, the 
ninth, cast its votes and then demanded the second ward

^ Daily News, April 11, 1905, p. 1; World-Herald.
April 11, 1903, p. 1.
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be polled. It charged that the chairman of the delega
tion had erroneously announced a Benson delegate as be
ing for Moores. Cowell refused the motion and ordered 
the convention secretary to read the results. The anti- 
Moores, reform Republicans declared the convention a 
fraud and left en masse. During the confusion, the 
chair announced Moores had officially won the Republi
can nomination with 72 votes. In an acceptance speech 
given when the furor died down, the mayor asserted that
those who left the convention would not have supported

47him anyway and had merely sought a pretext to bolt.
The platform, adopted later, was remarkably liberal in
scope, a probable attempt to bring the mavericks back
into the party and avoid a permanent split. It called
for municipal ownership of public utilities (beginning
with water and electricity), home rule for the city,
equal and just taxation of all property, an economic
and business-like administration and a city government

AHrun in the interests of the common people.
Those who had split from the convention re

organized a short time later at the Paxton Hotel to dis
cuss the direction they should take. Breckenridge was

^ World-Herald, April 12, 1903, p. 1; Daily 
News, April 12, 1903, p. 1; Bee. April 12, 1903, p. 1.

^ Bee, April 12, 1903, p. 2.
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placed in charge, but little was accomplished. A mul
tiple split ensued as some wished to nominate their own 
candidate, while others wanted to return and do whatever 
possible to aid in formulating the Republican platform, 
while still others counseled an apathetic, do-nothing 
policy. An announcement was made that the regular con
vention was sending a conference committee to settle dif
ferences between the two factions. This brought a tem
porary respite from the confusion, but no committee ar
rived since the message was based on rumor only. Tired 
and in disarray the conventioneers adjourned, planning

A Oto meet two nights later, on April 14.
At the second meeting, the Republican insurgents 

displayed a new resolve to nominate their own candidate.
A resolution explaining the action stated that a major
ity of delegates had been refused the prerogative to 
vote according to their choice and that the chairman of 
the regular convention acted unfairly and against par
liamentary practice. Self-respect demanded a rebuke to 
the "illegal, unfair and arbitrary exercise of power" 
displayed by Cowell. Following the resolution's unani
mous adoption, m. A. Benson's name was placed in nomi
nation b,y another Real Estate Exchange member, William

^ Worla-Iierald t April 12, 1903, p. 2.
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G. Ure. He declared that public office was a public 
trust and that it should be conducted by businessmen 
along business lines. The convention concurred and Ben
son was nominated by acclamation. The platform was 
similar to that passed by the regular convention, 
favoring municipal ownership of public utilities, home 
rule, equal and uniform taxation and pledging a strict 
business administration of Omaha's city affairs. Two 
other planks, however, added distinction; one supported 
labor's right to organize and opposed business monopo
lies which abused labor, while the second demanded fair,
impartial and uniform enforcement of all laws and ordi-

50nances. The latter came at the behest of members of 
the Civic Federation which strongly opposed the saloon- 
gambling-prostitution-supported machine allied with
Moores.

The Democrats held their convention on April 12, 
the day of the Hepublican split. While it was more 
peaceful, six ballots were required before Edward E. 
Howell was selected as their mayoral candidate. Howell 
fulfilled many of the qualifications which appealed to 
the progressives. He was a prominent Omaha businessman 
with a scientific-managerial outlook on city government

^ Daily News, April 14, 1903, p. 1; world-Heraid,
April 14, 1903, p. 1.
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and he resided in the middle- to upper-middle-claas 
seventh ward. His acceptance speech called on the Real 
Estate Exchange, the Commercial Club, the Municipal 
League and all property owners, regardless of political 
affiliation, to support the Democrats. Probably a poli
tical move to attract undecided, disgruntled, anti
machine Republicans, Howell argued that six years pre
viously his party had sent representatives to Lincoln who 
brought about the present city charter. The legislation, 
he declared, paved the way for increased corporate taxes 
in 1902. The Democratic mayoral candidate attempted to 
further appeal to progressive interests by promising to 
conduct his administration along the same line which he 
had managed his business, arguing that municipal govern
ment was not a political science, but rather a business

SIscience. With both Howell and Benson in the mayoral 
race, the progressives' choice became complicated.
Both candidates had similar qualifications, yet the 
reformers' votes could only be cast once and only one 
man could serve.

During the course of the three-cornered cam
paign, it was difficult to separate the candidates on 
the basis of platforms and coalition building became 51

51'World-Herald. April 12, 1905, p. 1.
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crucial. A report that Omaha gamblers had created a
large fund for his re-election, showed the machine

52favored Moores and was organizing behind him. The 
mayor's attempts to garner support in the hilltop re
gions, however, were more difficult. The McKinley 
Club, a Republican organization which only allowed mem
bership by individuals under 30 years of age, refused 
to endorse the mayor. As most of the young club members 
resided in the hilltop areas and had progressive sym
pathies, this opposition marked a victory for the reform 
Republicans. As a partisan organization, however, whose 
survival depended upon working within the party, they 
chose not to endorse any other candidate. The pro- 
Moores Bee declared the endorsement's defeat was due to 
the scheming of Albert W. Jeffries, John P. Boucher and 
John P. Breem, all politicos. The newspaper felt such
action only served to split further the Republican

55party. ^
Howell, on the other hand, was able to retain 

traditional Democratic organs of support, most notably 
the World-Herald and the Jacksonian Club. The former's 
support was practically guaranteed as the newspaper had

^ Daily News. April 26, 1903, p. 1.
^Bee, April 21, 1903, p. 7; World-Herald,

April 21, 1903, p. 1.
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long rested in the Democratic camp. President I. J.
Dunn of the Jacksonian Club hoped to use that organiza
tion as the focal point to meld a non-partisan coali
tion. He insisted the club had no quarrel with those 
Republicans who were disgusted with the record of their 
party. He questioned, however, the motives of Benson 
and his close supporters who had not criticized Moores 
during the previous three years, and hoped that because 
of this Republicans would turn to the Democratic party. 
Howell, meanwhile, called for unity behind the party, 
claiming responsibility had to be affixed somewhere.
With the confusion of Republican politics, that party

54could not be held liable for anything if elected.
The insurgent Republicans, however, retained the 

support of the politicos throughout the election. While 
the Bee supported Moores and the World-Herald backed 
Howell, Benson was endorsed by the progressive Daily 
hews. Another journal, the Excelsior, a weekly soci
ety paper dealing with theatrical and social affairs 
and rarely involved in politics, also came out in sup
port of Benson. Distributed almost exclusively in the 
hilltop area of Omaha, the Excelsior argued that Benson

•^World-Herald. April 26, 1903, p. 1, May 4, 
1903, p. 4.

^ Daily hews. April 14, 1903, p. 1.
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best represented "good citizenship," of the type recent
ly defined by President Theodore Roosevelt. It was felt 
Benson would go into office unencumbered, carrying with 
him only promises to bring about honest and efficient 
administration of municipal affairs. The newspaper 
further noted that Benson was supported by the best ele
ment of the Republican party, though it recognized this 
was not enough to elect him to office and that a great
deal of work was necessary to gain the support of the 

56masses. The Omaha Municipal League, a local, progres
sive, urban organization, affiliated with the nation
wide Municipal League, also endorsed Benson. It found 
his

unimpeachable record and business experience, as 
well as his entire freedom from undesirable corpor
ate, partisan or personal influence give assurance 
that if elected, he will conduct the affairs of the 
city honestly, impartially and on business princi
ples.5 '

In the election, with over 17,000 votes cast, 
Moores won, though only by a plurality, carrying 35.5$ 
of the vote. Benson, the runner-up, polled 29.9$, fol
lowed by Howell's 26.4$ of the vote. A socialist candi
date, William Moore, carried the remaining 8.3$. The 
closeness of the election was evidenced by the fact that

^ Bxcelsior, May 2, 1903, p. 4. 
•^Lail.y Hews. April 25, 1903, p. 1.



no candidate received a majority in any ward. Even the 
third ward delivered Moores only 45.8% of the ballots. 
Howell captured a plurality in the first ward, while 
Moores, with machine backing, carried the river wards; 
the second, third, fifth and eighth. The fourth ward, 
which in its eastern half was blue collar and in the 
west, middle and upper middle class, went to Moores, 
although separated from Benson by only 32 out of 2,006 
ballots cast. Benson, on the other hand, received 
pluralities in the three wards located in the hilltop 
region; the sixth, seventh and ninth, receiving 39.4%, 
42% and 46.2%, respectively, of the vote in each ward.^® 
The three-person contest practically guaranteed defeat 
for the reformers. Both Benson and Howell, regarded as 
progressive candidates, together received over 55% of 
the total vote cast. However, the politicos stood 
firmly behind the maverick Republican Benson, while 
Howell obtained the support of traditional Democratic 
party voters. The obstinance of progressives in stay
ing with Benson ensured progressivism's defeat. Regu
lar Republicans and the machine persisted with Moores 
and enabled him to gather a narrow victory. * 5

68v Canvass of the votes at a city election, May
5, 1903.



With Moores reelected the mechanistic reformers 
also experienced difficulties in achieving their ends. 
They tried their hand at further curtailment of public 
service corporations, but failed to achieve anything sub 
stantial. Almost immediately they were embroiled in a 
dispute with the Electric Company, one of the newest pub 
lie utilities. In 1884, Omaha's first important elec
tric company, the Sperry Electric Company, received a 
perpetual franchise from the city to provide power to 
the community. By 1905 the company had gone through sev 
eral reorganizations and emerged as the Omaha Electric 
Light and Power Company, capitalized at approximately 
1600,000.59

Through the first years of the new century the 
company caused little concern to the city's reformers.
It was relatively small in comparison with either the 
Gas Company or the water plant, and the services it 
provided (mostly illumination) were not widespread.
The company, however, had political muscle which it 
flexed early in 1902 by having a special city council 
meeting called to extend its street-lighting contract.

CQ̂Alfred Sorenson, The Story of Omaha from the 
Pioneer Days to the Present 1*ime. 3rd edition (Omaha: "" 
National Printing Co., 1923), pp. 634-636; Arthur C. 
Wakeley, Omaha; The Gate City and Douglas County. 2 
vols. (Chicago: S. J. Clarke, Publishing, 1917), I: 
153-154.
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To insure the contract, which was due to expire in De
cember, the company announced it would reduce its arc- 
light rate from $114.50 per lamp per year to $94.50, to 
take effect immediately. As a further incentive, Fred 
A. Nash, president of the Omaha Thomas-Houston subsidi
ary, stated that over $200 million in dividends were be
ing distributed by the New York headquartered company.
He intimated that part of this sum might be invested in 
Omaha, although before doing so the company wished to 
know what to expect from the city.̂  Enticed as the 
council may have been, the contract's renewal was de
layed while the city untangled its tax assessment prob
lems. Following a short delay, the three-year contract 
was granted.

In 1903, due to a conflict between the city coun' 
cil and the Omaha Gas Company over street lighting, as 
will be discussed below, the Electric Company proposed 
to surrender the three-year contract received the pre
vious year if the city would grant it a new ten-year 
contract. Electricity would replace gas lighting and 
the company guaranteed to supply 1,220 arc lights (com
pared to 1,000 gas and 500 electric lights which the 
respective companies provided at the time) at a rate of

^°Bee, January 4, 1902, p. 1; Daily News.
January 4, 1902, p. 1.



8?

only $70.00 per light annually. Nash noted that elec
tric lights were the most efficient and that this was 
the lowest cost anywhere in the nation. Replying to 
criticism that this proposal would bar the city from 
ownership of the plant, Nash declared the city was un
prepared to build, own or maintain sin electric plant.
He added, however, that in ten years when the contract 
expired, the city would be in better shape to handle 
municipal ownership.^ Despite the attractiveness of 
such an offer, it was not acted upon. This was due pri
marily to opposition from the gas lobby which eventually 
succeeded in having its own contract ratified. Even the 
Real Estate Exchange special committee on street light
ing was indifferent to the proposition. Due largely to 
the greater expense of electric arc lights (which were 
$70.00 per lamp as compared to $28.00 for gas lamps), 
the committee insisted the council should instead work
for reduction of electric rates charged to private con- 

62sumers.
In October, 1903, the Daily News reported that 

a bond ordinance would be passed to purchase the Elec
tric Company. The proposed ordinance had been read * 62

^ Daily News. August 11, 1903, p. 1.
62REE, ¿September 9, 1903.
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"before the council twice and was up for final adoption 
on October 14. This was the final day in which a bond 
could be placed on the November ballot. During the 
morning council session, only four members appeared. 
Another meeting was called for the afternoon, but again 
a quorum was lacking. Councilman George Nicholson 
claimed the Electric Company, scrambling to protect its 
interests, had induced the absent councilmen to not 
show, preventing a vote on the bill. This accusation 
appeared to be borne out as the five councilmen who 
neglected to attend were reported taking sudden trips, 
motoring in the country or hiding in the city. The ef
fort to stop the ordinance's passage was successful and 
the bond was dropped.^

The following year, however, a similar bond is
sue was placed on the ballot and was immediately as
sailed by Omaha's mechanistic reformers. The Real 
Estate Exchange opposed the $500,000 bond which per
mitted purchase of the electric plant. They did not 
view electricity as a city-owned utility vital to the 
community like gas and water. The Exchange considered 
that all which was necessary was regulation of the com
pany and reduction of consumer rates. It believed that *

^City Council Minutes, October 14, 1905; Daily 
News. October 14, 1903, p. 1.
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municipal ownership, as reflected by the proposed bond 
would only place the city in debt for twenty years and 
would create a higher tax burden.^ The Exchange report 
surfaced at a meeting of the Commercial Club's executive 
committee one day prior to its presentation before the 
realty men; and it appointed its own committee to study 
the proposition. Reporting the following week, the spe
cial committee found the proposed bond to be very un- 
business-like. It declared no attempts had been made to 
estimate the actual cost, operation, maintenance or de
preciation of such a plant. The report emphasized that 
as the city was attempting to obtain the waterworks, 
another enterprise of this nature would be improvident 
until the first was achieved. It concluded that too 
great a taxpayer burden could only result from such 
action.^

With such opposition, the light bond was soundly 
defeated by 64.3% of the vote. Support for it was poor
ly articulated while opinion against the bond was strong 
across the city, with no ward favoring it. The closest 
contest was in the third ward where the bond issue was 
merely defeated by 59% of the ballots. The defeat was 64 65

64REE, October 19, 1904.
65CCM, October 18, 1904, October 25, 1904.
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mostly explained by the ironic fact that both the me
chanists and the Electric Company worked to overcome the 

66bond. The mechanists failed to accomplish anything by 
their action, ending where they began, with the Electric 
Company privately owned, able to set its own rates and 
influential in politics.

At the same time they also turned their atten
tion to the Omaha Gas Company. Dissatisfaction with 
this public utility stemmed from 1893 when the United 
Gas Improvement Company purchased the older Omaha Gas 
Company and then demanded and received a fifty-year 
franchise to produce for consumer use. Vetoed by the
mayor, a compromise 25-year franchise was later granted

67following court fights.
At the turn of the century the city's street 

lighting contract with the company expired. To force 
quick passage of a new contract, the utility ceased re
pairing its lights and allowed them gradually to dim.
As a result a newly elected and largely inexperienced 
city council rushed through a $100,000 three-year * 67

^ Daily News. November 9, 1904, p. 1.
67'William F. Bchmidt, "Municipal Reform in 

Omaha from 1906 to 1914 as Been Through the Eyes of the 
Omaha Press," (Unpublished Master's Thesis: University 
of Omaha, 1965), pp. 60-61. This thesis is largely a 
survey of events, generally providing an excellent 
chronology.
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street lighting contract with the company. Although 
newspapers criticized the hasty action on a matter which 
involved such a large sum there was little public re- 
action against the bill. At renewal time in 1903, 
the public outcry was muted again due to the suddeness 
of the council's actions. The ordinance passed granted 
a two-year, $25.00 per lamp per year contract. Mayor 
Moores signed the bill the evening the council passed 
it, outmaneuvering an injunction issued the following 
morning prohibiting the mayor from approving the ordi
nance. Defending his sudden action, he explained that 
both the gas and electric lighting contracts would ex
pire in 1905, and that the city would be better able to 
negotiate a new contract. The Real Estate Exchange il
lustrated the inefficacy of Omahans in the matter when 
it had to satisfy itself by ratifying an ineffectual 
resolution condemning the council's and the mayor's
actions and accusing them of acting contrary to the

69interests of the taxpayers.
By 1905 progressives were alarmed by the seem

ingly awesome powers of public service corporations.

^ Dail.v Hews. April 5, 1900, p. 1, May 27,
1900, p. 1; World-Herald. May 23, 1900, p. 7.

^ World-Herald. September 30, 1903, p. 1; Beet 
September 30, 1903, p. 1; Daily Hews, October 10, 1903, 
p. 1; REE, September 30, 1903.
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The Gas Company, as evidenced by the facility in which it 
acquired previous contracts, appeared to have its inter
ests well represented on the city council. The Omaha 
Gas Company, however, was threatened by the local Elec
tric Company and menaced by a rival gas company, both of 
which desired a share of Omaha's street lighting respon
sibilities. To placate the citizens and to silence the 
vocal minority on the council opposing it, secretary 
George Clabaugh of the Gas Company announced consumer 
rates of ¡¡¡>1.25 per thousand cubic feet of gas would be 
reduced to $1.15. This was contingent, however, on the
acceptance of a street lighting bid of $28.00 per lamp 

70annually. Cheered by what it considered an attempt by
the council to work for cheaper consumer gas, the Real

71Extate Exchange commended the action. Thomas Black-

^ World-Herald. August 50, 1905, p. 1; Daily 
News. August 50, 1905, p. 1. The Omaha-based gas com
pany , a month earlier, submitted three separate bills 
to supply street lights, ranging from $28.00 per lamp 
burning 4,000 hours per year, to ¡¡¡¡22.50 a lamp burning 
5,600 hours at 26 candle power. An outsider, the 
Cleveland Street Lighting Company, offered a bid at 
$9.80 per lamp burning not more than three cubic feet 
of gas per hour, 5,670 hours per year, giving off 60 
candle power. The city would provide its own gas, but 
the total cost was estimated under $21.00 per lamp 
annually. World-Herald. June 28, 1905, p. 5.

71"REE, August 29, 1905.
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burn, a member of the Commercial Club, however, was not
satisfied with the lamp-lighting rates. Acting on his
own, he initiated a series of suits which kept the issue
bottled-up for five years. Eventually in 1910, the
Nebraska Supreme Court sustained Blackburn's activities
which resulted in a lower rate of $25.00 per lamp 

72annually.'
The relationship of the reformers to the water 

utility displayed the same confusing array of conflict
ing interests, undefined goals and lengthy court cases. 
The general movement to secure the water plant for the 
city began in 1893 when Omaha's city attorney, John L. 
Webster, filed a suit declaring that a franchise granted 
in 1881 to the foreclosed American Water Works Company 
could not be transferred into the hands of receivers.
The suit was dropped, however, when a compromise was 
reached with the newly formed American Water Company in 
1897. The city council announced that the new franchise 
allowed for municipal purchase and in 1899 it approved a 
referendum for a bond issue to gain that end. The fol
lowing year voters assented to the bond, although no

73further action was taken.

^ Blackburn v. Omaha. 86 Neb., 761.
7 7 5^dchmidt, pp. 6-7.
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Through 1900 the Commercial Club had a committee 
active on the water works proposition and during the 
summer recommended purchasing the company following a 
fair valuation. By August, however, most members op
posed the city's proposal to hire an outside engineer 
for a preliminary appraisal. They felt this would give 
the water company too high a valuation which could be 
prejudicial to the city's interests if the case appeared 
in court. The city council moved to hire Chicago en
gineer, John Cole, to appraise the water works, but de
layed its decision to await a citizens' meeting scheduled 
at the city hall the following week to discuss the plan. 
Directed by a nucleus of the Commercial Club, the 100 
people who attended adopted a resolution similar to one 
previously embraced by the business organization. Both
demanded the city refuse to hire Cole and to proceed in

74acquiring the water plant. The dissent blocked Cole's 
appointment, but further action to obtain the water 
plant was also delayed.

Three years later, in 1903, a bill was intro
duced before the state legislature creating a city water 
board elected by the people to direct the water works in 
the eventuality it became municipally owned. The

^ Daily Mews, August 14, 1900, p. 1, August 15,
1900, p. 1; Bee, August 14, 1900, p. 7, August 23, 1900,
p. 7.
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proposal was designed to prevent the city-operated 
utility from becoming a source of patronage for city

7coffice holders, notably the mayor and the council. R. 
Beecher Howell, then a state senator and later a member 
of the water board, appeared before the Real Estate Ex
change, asking its support for the legislation. En
deavoring to win the Exchange's favor, he argued that
"aside from the compulsory provision, the bill is framed

76so as to keep the water works out of politics." The 
real estate body agreed to endorse the bill, but gave it 
little noticeable aid. It passed, however, and the city 
created a water board.

Howell returned in January, 1905, to ask the 
Commercial Club for support for additional legislation 
concerning the water board. He solicited the aid in be
half of a bill which would grant the water board full 
authority in dealing with the water company. Howell ex
pressed concern that as the statutes stood, the water 
board was exposed to possible political interference by 
the city council and implied that the council was con
trolled by the public utility interests— especially by 
those which the city wished to own. The Commercial Club

75'^Btate of Nebraska, Laws of the Legislature 
(1903). pp. 67-72.

^ Daily News, January 14, 1903, p. 1.
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appointed a special committee which later resolved that
"all matters pertaining to the control, acquisition and
management of a water supply for the city of Omaha should
be placed in the hands of the Omaha water board." The
Real Estate Exchange, which also received a letter from
the board asking its support, quickly adopted a resolu-

77tion with the same sentiments. Neither group exerted 
themselves in forcing action on this bill. This was due 
as much to assurances that the legislation was guaran
teed passage as to the uncertainty of the mechanists of 
how best to aid in acquiring the waterworks for the city.

The legislation passed the previous March grant
ed the board many autonomous powers— including controls 
over water rates. In July, 1905, the board ruled that 
rates paid by small consumers should be dropped from 
350 to 250 per 1,000 gallons of water. An injunction 
sought by the water company against the decrease was 
denied, but the company refused to accept payment on 
the 250 basis and returned to the courts. The Exchange 
passed a resolution concurring with the rate devalua
tion. In December the board acted to lower water pay
ments for large-scale consumers who had a different pay
ment table. The Exchange quickly passed a motion which

^ Daily News. January 10, 1905, p. 1; COM, 
February 7, 1905; REE, February 8, 1905.
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instructed its members to pay their bills on the basis 
of the new rate. The membership responded enthusiasti
cally, though the courts eventually ruled against the 
board's reductions in this case and subsequent dealings
with the Water Company resulted in protracted litiga-

78tion extending over a half-dozen years.

In the first half-decade of the twentieth cen
tury, Omaha's business progressives approached questions 
of abuses caused by public-service utilities, hesi
tantly. They clearly disliked the influence held by 
these utilities in city government. The progressives, 
meanwhile, desired to have fair rates instituted, and 
coupled with this, effective regulation of the electric, 
gas and water utilities. Dome reformers even went so 
far as to advocate municipalization of these public- 
service corporations. Forthright activity was blocked, 
however, by continuous court cases and summary actions 
taken by the city council. The former forced a "wait 
and see" attitude by the progressives, while the 
latter, due to abrupt decisions, eliminated time which 
would have enabled effective opposition by reformers.

^ Dally News. July 22, 1905, p. 1, July 27,
1905, p. 1; hEE, August 2, 1905, December 20, 1905.
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As a result, the first half of the decade witnessed 
only halting attempts at reform by Omaha's progressives.



Dahlmanism and Progressive Disillusionment

Between 1906 and 1912, the basis for progres- 
sivism in Omaha was realized and would continue until 
World War I. The politicos won control of the local Re
publican party, although they failed to capture the 
seats of power. While the corrupt Moores' administra
tion was deposed, the Democrats who replaced it, did 
little to fulfill the expectations of progressives.
This inactivity prompted the mechanists to diligently 
work to bring reform to the city. By comparison with 
the politicos, they succeeded in a convincing fashion 
in a number of areas. The Real Estate Exchange and the 
Commercial Club first directed their activity to the 
annexation of South Omaha. Although unsuccessful in 
their attempts, this issue served to unify the reform 
activities of those two important mechanistic organiza
tions. Not stopped by this drawback, the mechanists 
successfully implemented a commission form of govern
ment in Omaha and played a significant role in enabling 
the city to purchase the water works. Significantly, 
these progressive victories were gained through the

Chapter IV

99
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efforts of the mechanists, while the politicos continued 
their record of failure at the polls.

The 1906 elections marked the downfall of Repub
lican control over Omaha's local politics. The Demo
crats, under the leadership of James C. Dahlman and sup
ported by Tom Dennison, would remain in power until the 
third decade of the twentieth century, with one brief 
interlude from 1918 to 1921. Three crucial changes oc
curred between the 1903 and 1906 city elections which al
tered the political atmosphere of Omaha. First, in 
1904, the reform Republicans consolidated behind a 
powerful political organization, the Fontenelle Club. 
Second, the state switched to the "Oregon primary law" 
for all city office nominations. Lastly, in late March, 
1906, Mayor Moores, who had been unhealthy throughout 
the tenure of his third term, died.

The Fontenelle Club, as shown in Chapter II, 
emerged from efforts of Republican progressives to 
achieve electoral victory in the 1903 city elections. 
Failing in that endeavor, the political organization 
was pieced together by politicos who eyed county elec
tions in 1904 and city elections in 1906. The organiza
tion was boosted considerably by early victories. Their 
first test came in May, 1904, when Omaha Republicans
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voted to select delegates to the national presidential 
nominating convention. The major contest was waged be
tween Edward Rosewater, the regular Republican choice, 
and Harrison Brome, the Fontenelle selection. In a sur
prising upset, Brome wrested the election from Rosewater 
with 56.9$ of the ballots. Rosewater, as expected by 
most observers, garnered majorities in the flat river 
wards, while the unexpected turn of events occurred be
cause hilltop Republicans swung overwhelmingly to the 
Fontenelle Club and Brome.1 Furthermore, both Curdon 
Wattles and Herman Ay of the Fontenelle Club defeated 
regular Republicans who were vying for election as dis
trict delegates to the national convention. Like Brome, 
their majorities came from the same areas. Both the 
Daily Mews and the World-Herald joined with the Fonte- 
nelles in savoring the victory. The Omaha Bee, whose 
editor, Rosewater, had been defeated, even had a few 
pleasant words to say, declaring:

The antis proved to be well organized, the Fonte
nelle club being the main factor in their cam
paign. It was, in fact, the central power which 
gave effect to the anti's /sic/ efforts. 1 2

1Omaha Daily News. May 14, 1904, p. 1.
2Omaha Bee. May 15, 1904, p. 4; Daily News. 

May 14, 1904, p. 1; Omaha World-Herald. May 14, 1904,
p. 1.
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This victory contributed, to an increase in mem
bership and increased the aspirations of the politicos. 
Later in 1904, the Fontenelles again tried to defeat 
the machine-controlled Republican party by putting up a 
full ticket in the county elections. Here their triumph 
was not as complete, although they still managed to 
elect 30% of the Republican state senators and repre- 
sentatives from Douglas county. Both of these suc
cesses enhanced the place of the Fontenelle Club and the 
politicos in local Republican politics and raised the 
organization's hopes for the subsequent city elections.

In 1905 legislation was passed in Lincoln stipu
lating that all nominees to elective offices in counties 
with a population exceeding more than 125,000 inhabi
tants had to be selected through primary elections. 
Modeled after the primary law passed a few years earlier 
in Oregon, it allowed a political organization which 
participated in the previous election and was repre
sented on the official ballot to have a separate pri
mary election ticket. More importantly, the statute at
tempted to put the power of nomination in the hands of

^Bee, November 10, 1904, p. 1.
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the people, removing it from party leadership.^ Because 
only one county contained more than 125,000 persons, the 
legislation was directed at Douglas county, with the 
probable aim of diminishing the power of Dennison's 
machine.

The final occurrence which altered Omaha's poli
tical atmosphere came in March, 1906, with Mayor Frank
Moores' death in the midst of the primary campaigns for

rcity elections. In both 1900 and 1903, he was able to 
lead the Republicans to victory in city elections, large
ly due to the aid of the machine. To a significant de
gree, his rapport with Dennison was responsible for 
those successes while his death removed the most re
liable Republican connection with the machine.

Because of the changed nominating procedures, 
electioneering began early in 1906. During the first 
week of the new year, the governors of the Fontenelle 
Club met to endorse candidates for the city's primary 
elections scheduled for early April. The 1903 insur
gent Republican mayoral candidate, Edward Benson, another 
member of the Real Estate Exchange, Charles Saunders and

^State of Nebraska, Laws, Resolutions and Mem
orials Passed at the Twenty-Ninth Session of the Nebras
ka State Legislature [Lincoln. Neb.': tfoodruff-Collins 
Printing, 1905), pp. 325-342.

^Daily News. March 23, 1906, p. 1.
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a long-time political opportunist, former city council
man and opponent of Frank Moores, Villiam Broatch, all 
sought the organization's endorsement. The first meet
ing adjourned after seventeen ballots without endorsing 
a particular individual because the governors were im
peded in making a decision by the fact that there was 
little agreement as to what a Fontenelle Club endorse
ment meant. Benson, Saunders and the majority of the or
ganization felt that if a member was not sanctioned he 
was to withdraw from the race, a customary Club pro
cedure. Broatch and others felt this policy ran counter 
to the sentiment of the new primary law. The following 
week, after three additional ballots, Benson was en
dorsed for the Republican primary. However, unlike ef
forts by progressives in 1905 which concentrated solely 
in selecting and supporting a mayoral candidate, the or
ganization endorsed an entire ticket. It was clearly 
attractive to the progressive hilltop area of the city, 
although whether it was purposely designed this way, or 
was the result of the middle- and upper-middle class 
predilection of the Fontenelles is a moot question. Of 
the fourteen candidates sanctioned (mayor, city attorney 
and twelve councilmen), twelve were business and pro
fessional men, ten of whom belonged to the Commercial
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Club and/or the Real Estate Exchange. Five of these 
Individuals can be identified as politicos.

Less than a month following the creation of the 
Fontenelle ticket, the club adopted a platform demon
strating its devotion to good government and opposition 
to graft. The Pontenelles stated that they kept past 
promises and pointed to Club members elected to the 
state legislature in 1904 who had worked to reduce water 
rates and draft a primary law. They now pledged to work 
for reductions of consumer gas prices from $1.15 to $1.00 
per thousand cubic feet, to halt the practice by public 
corporations of providing free services to city officials 
and to refuse to support to any candidate "controlled" 
by public service companies. Lastly, they promised to

7represent all Omahans and not just special interests.
One observer clearly attested to the progressive ori
entation of this organization and its ticket. The * 21

World-Herald. January 7, 1906, p. 3, January
21, 1906, p. 7. E. A. Benson and J. P. Breen had both 
been involved in city politics for some time, the former 
as a 1903 mayoral candidate and the latter had been ap
pointed in 1905 to fill the vacated city attorney's po
sition. Others, like W. W. Bingham, D. A. N. Chase and 
C. J. Anderson, were active members in the Commercial 
Club who worked on many city-related matters on the 
municipal affairs committee. It is likely they found 
these activities lacking and ran for offices, hoping to 
take a more active role in the city's decision-making 
process.

^Bee. February 17, 1906, p. 4.
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progressive journal, the Excelsior, lauded the plat
form and felt that rather than being a document written 
for campaign rhetoric, it was a "plan of action" for

Qthose standing for election on it. This reference was 
directed toward the proliferation of progressive plat
forms in both the Republican and Democratic camps.

Early in March, Benson was endorsed by the Ex
celsior. which avowed that he and the Fontenelles were 
an honest, determined lot, desiring to cleanse govern
ment of corruption. It urged "good" people to vote for 
him since he would strive to make the city a fit place, 
not only for themselves, but to attract outside in-

Qvestors. At the same time, Benson announced a more de
tailed platform which reflected the issues important to 
Omaha's progressives. In it he pledged to work for home 
rule, to acquire the water works in the shortest pos
sible time, to close dance halls, to work for more parks 
and playgrounds and to demand rigid economy in govern
ment .

The regular Republicans trailed in preparing for 
the contest because of Mayor Moores' illness. While

^Excelsior, March 3» 1906, p. 3*
^Ibid.
•^Dail.v hews. March 3, 1906, p. 1.
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most observers suspected he would withdraw from politics, 
it was unknown who he would choose as his successor. 
Broatch, denied an endorsement by the Fontenelle Club, 
ignored its custom and filed for the Republican race.
This action was rewarded, as Moores, in the middle of 
February, chose to lend support to Broatch even though 
he often had been a bitter political enemy. This en
dorsement, however, was not totally unexpected since 
Broatch implied he would do nothing to stop gambling 
and would continue the policies followed by Moores.^
The other regular Republican candidate for the mayor's 
office was City Treasurer August Hennings, an individual 
noted for his business-like approach to collecting back 
taxes. His platform was clearly distinguishable from
Broatch's, although it varied little in sentiment from

12that previously adopted by the Fontenelles.
The Democrats also busily prepared for the city 

elections. Edward P. Smith, a successful, well-known 
attorney entered the mayoral race in early January, 1906. 
At a dinner before the Jacksonian Club he announced his 
candidacy and outlined his program. Smith asked for 
lower street-light rates, SI.00 consumer gas, rapid * 17

•^Daily Hews. February 2, 1906, p. 1, February
17, 1906, p. 1, March 10, 1906, p. 1.

•^Bee. March 9, 1906, p. 1.
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municipalization of the water works, beautification of 
the city, a more efficient police department and en- 
forcement of all laws and ordinances. Two weeks later 
James G. Dahlman, a long-time political organizer and 
friend of William Jennings Bryan, threw his hat into 
the race. Dahlman was a shrewd, experienced politician, 
who refused to be drawn into announcing a platform, ex
plaining that he ran solely on the basis of his record 
as a Bryan Democrat. He asserted that the primary was 
strictly an intra-party contest and declined to announce 
his attitudes on local issues until nominated— following
which he intended to include the entire party in plat- 

14form decisions.
Moores' sudden death on March 23, handicapped 

Broatch's campaign. Since the mayor had been the chief 
political negotiator with the machine in directing 
Broatch's campaign, his death this close to the pri
maries resulted in a catastrophe for that candidate's 
efforts. While Hennings enjoyed a moderately progres
sive platform, designed to have wide appeal, he had no 
large-scale organization behind him. Benson, however, 
had the Fontenelle Club, whose members were willing to

•^World-Herald. January 9, 1906, p. 1.
^ Bee. January 21, 1906, p. 4.



109

expend numerous man-hours in turning out the vote. The 
effort proved decisive as Benson triumphed in the three- 
cornered primary, receiving a plurality of 44# of the 
vote, while Broatch and Hennings each garnered about 
28#. As in 1903, the bulk of his support came from 
wards located in the hilltop region, each of which gave 
him a majority. Broatch's only majority came in the 
third ward, while the remainder of the wards split, giv
ing pluralities variously to Broatch or Hennings.1'’
The Fontenelle Club's councilman ticket also succeeded 
as eleven out of twelve aspirants were nominated. Only 
Harry Plumb, who ran as the third-ward nominee against 
the popular Harry Zimman, lost. The Excelsior summed 
up the Republican results by writing that "the better 
element" which brought about the spectacular victory 
had good reason to be gratified.1^

In the Democratic primary, Dahlman was over
whelmingly victorious. True to his word, he prepared 
for the general election by forming a party committee 
to write a platform. When completed, it advocated a 
planned civic economy, $1.00 gas, speedy acquisition of 
the water works, good government and enforcement of all

^  World-Heraid. April 7, 1906, p. 6.
•^Excelsior. April 7, 1906, p. 4.
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laws. Benson, noticing the similarity between the party 
platforms advised the voters to question whether someone 
who stepped into a ready-made platform, claiming it as 
his own, or an individual who had made a thorough study 
of the problems of Omaha, was more qualified to serve in 
office. Dahlman then turned his offense against Benson, 
charging corporation interests supported him. To the pro
gressives who organized around Benson, the issue was ut
terly false and hardly relevant, and they felt the voters

17would dismiss it. However, as many of Benson's sup
porters were members of the upper middle class, with 
moderate- and big-business backgrounds, Dahlman's charge 
had a stirring impact on lower-class voters. For exam
ple , when examining fifty members of a citizen's com
mittee who signed an advertisement calling a mass meet
ing to hear Benson speak, 71$ resided in the five wards 
encompassed by the hilltop region. Of the individuals 
whose occupations could be determined, 67$ were business 
and professional men, all of whom were hardly representa
tive of the political interests of a predominantly blue- 

1Rcollar town. * 16

17World-Herald. April 6, 1906, p. 1; Daily Hews. 
April 17, 190£. p . 1; Excelsior. April 28, 190^, p. 4.

16V.forld-Herald. March 30, 1906, p. 6. All data 
on addresses and occupations were culled from the Omaha 
and South Omaha City Directory 1906 (Omaha, Neb.: Polk 
Publishing Company, 1906).
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The results of the May 1, 1906, election brought 
an end to Republican control over local politics. Dahl- 
man was successful, garnering 5 6 .6% of the vote. Al
though there is no evidence that the Dennison machine 
actively campaigned for Dahlman, voting results show 
Dahlman received more than the machine's tacit support, 
which was likely a response to the threat of a Benson- 
type reformer in government. Dahlman swept the river 
wards— the first, second, third and tenth— receiving 
over 70% of the vote in each (82.5% in the third). He 
also received smaller majorities in the fifth and eighth 
wards. Benson, meanwhile, won majorities throughout the 
hilltop, capturing the sixth, seventh, ninth, eleventh 
and twelfth wards, although garnering no more than 58% 
of the ballots in any of these. In the city council 
contest, eleven Democrats were elected, the only ex
ception to the landslide being Harry Zimman. Likewise, 
the Democrats won the other offices such as city treas
urer and tax commissioner, with the exception of city 
attorney won by J. P. Breen, who had established an 
image which appealed to all classes in the city due to
his attempts at forcing the Water Company to accept

19lower water rates.

^Douglas County, Canvass of the votes at an 
election held on May 1, 1906, Files of the Douglas 
County Election Commissioner's Office, Omaha, Nebraska.
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Two things were especially noteworthy in Dahl- 
man's 1906 electoral victory; first the fact that he was 
able to garner large percentages of votes in certain 
wards and secondly that there was a general switch in 
party loyalties by the voters. The four river wards 
which stood with Dahlman turned out 6,141 voters and de
livered him 4,681 ballots. On the other hand, the five 
hilltop wards polled one thousand more electors and yet 
Benson gathered only 3,928 of those votes. Although 
there was little difference in the number of voters 
turning out in the various wards, the percentages given 
one candidate over another were at a large variance, and 
as can be noted, had a decisive impact on the election. 
The Republicans, led by Frank Moores, had since 1897 
dominated local politics. However, this election pro
vided a sweep for the Democrats. Both of these de
velopments can be explained by a number of factors.
The charges made by Dahlman against the progressive 
ticket of the Republicans were influential during the 
campaign. Dahlman appealed to lower-class prejudices 
by pointing out the socio-economic backgrounds and 
business connections of Benson's supporters. Accusing 
the politicos of serving corporation interests, Dahlman 
was able to alienate the reformers from the lower 
classes. This, coupled with efforts of the Dennison
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machine in behalf of the Democrats, aids in explaining 
Dahlman's electoral success in the river wards. The 
boss, unencumbered by party loyalties, shifted his sup
port to the candidate who could be counted on to protect 
his interests. Benson, meanwhile, attracted relatively 
small majorities in the hilltop wards. Part of this is 
explained by the fact that many voters maintained old 
Democratic party loyalties. For example, Ashton C. 
Shallenberger, the Democratic gubernatorial candidate
in November, 1906, received an average of 38.8^ of the

20vote in those five wards. A final explanation for the 
progressive's relatively weak hold on the hilltop wards 
(in comparison to the majorities turned out by the ma
chine in the river wards) was the conservative nature of 
many who felt the reformers might attempt too much too 
quickly. This election exemplified all of the major 
problems which the politicos would face through the re
mainder of the progressive era.

James C. Dahlman's election as mayor of an im
portant metropolitan community during the first decade 
of the twentieth century was an anomaly. Most major 
cities turned toward mayors who reflected and exuded 
business respectability, whereas Dahlman relished and

^ World-Herald. November 7, 1906, p. 6.
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exploited his nationally-known title as the "Cowboy 
Mayor." Dahlman had been born in Texas in 1856 and had 
fled in the late 1870's to northwestern Nebraska after 
shooting his brother-in-law in self-defense while pro
tecting his sister's reputation. Believing he killed 
him, Dahlman came to work on one of the recently formed 
cattle ranches in the Sandhills. He was successful and 
became foreman of the ranch. Dahlman gradually won the 
respect of his neighbors and involved himself in poli
tics, first on the local, then on the state and national 
level, attending both the 1892 and 1896' Democratic Na
tional Conventions. At the latter he successfully 
worked to have William J. Bryan nominated as the Demo
cratic nominee for president. In 1899 Dahlman came to
reside in Omaha where he received a position with a live-

21stock commission firm in South Omaha.
A contemporary observer noted that Dahlman was 

never a reform mayor, and though he served in a corrupt 
system where bribery was not uncommon, Dahlman person
ally remained poor and honest, the former probably due 
to his generous nature, which always lent an ear and a 21

21John F. Showalter, "James C. Dahlman, Mayor 
of Omaha," National Municipal Review XVI (February 
1927):111-112. There also exists a colorful, usually 
inaccurate biography written by World-Herald staffman, 
Fred Carey, Mayor Jim (Omaha, Neb.; Omaha Printing 
Company, 1930)7*"
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dollar to "anyone with a hard luck story." Another 
contemporary found Dahlman always let "his heart and 
hand go out in response to calls and demands of the poor 
and oppressed." J Still, Dahlman preferred to maintain 
the political status quo and one investigator, research
ing what the mayor had done for Omaha, concluded:

His chief activities seemed to be uttering messages 
of felicitation, delivering addresses of welcome, 
and presenting the keys of the city. In this he is 
somewhat versatile, and usually finds something 
pleasing to say. Seldom has he taken an aggressive 
stand on any issue of public policy. True, he ad
vocated home rule, the initiative, the referendum, 
the recall and the commission type of government, 
but only after the popular demand for these reforms 
was evident. 4

Reformers, following Dahlman*s 1906 election, 
little realized these weaknesses and looked forward to 
major accomplishments during his tenure. The Democratic 
platform advanced many of the same goals as the politi
cos, and both they and the mechanists anticipated imple
mentation of loosely articulated political reforms de
signed to drive corruption and inefficiency from the 
government. Their past failures were forgotten as * 2

2 2

^Showalter, pp. 112-115.
2^Ddward F. Morearty, Omaha Memories: Recollec

tions of Events. Men and Affairs in Omaha. Nebraska 
from 1879 to 1917 (Omaha, heb.: Swartz Printing Com- 
pany, 1917), p. 107.

^4Showalter, pp. 116-117.
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success appeared imminent. On June 27, 1906, Dahlman 
was warmly received before the Real Estate Exchange 
where he told the members to feel free to approach him 
with any question pertaining to the good of the city.2^

Dahlman based much of his first-term efforts on 
the SI.00 consumer gas issue and most Omahans supported 
him, regarding the Omaha Gas Company’s rate of Si.15 per 
thousand cubic feet as excessive. As early as October, 
1905, the Commercial Club helped initiate a movement to 
lower consumer rates by supporting the efforts of the 
Cleveland Street Lighting Company to win a foothold in 
Omaha. F. M, Gregg, president of the Cleveland syndi
cate, in correspondence with the Commercial Club, indi
cated that $1.00 gas was sufficiently profitable for any 
company and the Club endorsed this motion, and resolved 
to pursue the matter. Little came out of their at
tempt, and as we have seen, both political parties 
seized on the issue during the 1906 city elections.

Early in 1907, the city council passed an or
dinance allowing the Omaha Gas Company to build addi-

2^Minutes of the Real Estate Exchange (here
after cited REE), June 27, 1906, Files of the Omaha 
Board of Realtors, Omaha, Nebraska.

Minutes of the Omaha Commercial Club (here
after COM), October 17, 1905, Archives of the Greater 
Omaha Chamber of Commerce.
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26to pursue the matter. Little came out of their at
tempt, and as we have seen, both political parties 
seized on the issue during the 1906 city elections.

Early in 1907, the city council passed an or
dinance allowing the Omaha Gas Company to build addi-

^liinutes of the Real Estate Exchange (here
after cited REE), June 27, 1906, Files of the Omaha 
Board of Realtors, Omaha, Nebraska.

pzfMinutes of the Omaha Commercial Club (here
after CCM), October 17, 1905, Archives of the Greater 
Omaha Chamber of Commerce.
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tional gas storage tanks at 20th and Center streets, but
Mayor Dahlman vetoed the bill, arguing the city first
had to obtain "dollar gas" before granting additional
benefits. His veto was sustained, although nothing fur-

27ther was done to lower gas rates. On the first anni
versary of his election, Dahlman forced the introduction 
of an ordinance limiting the maximum rate charged for 
gas to ¡¡¡¡1.00 per thousand cubic feet. The Gas Company 
responded by threatening to take the city to court if 
the ordinance were passed. The city council, meanwhile, 
declined to act, declaring that to do so would abrogate 
the city's current contract with the company, resulting

poin costly and lengthy litigation. Beyond these two 
unsuccessful efforts, Dahlman did little more to force 
lower rates.

Judging from the scrapbooks assembled by Dahl- 
man's private secretary, the issue receiving the great
est attention during the first half of his first term, 
dealt with muzzling dogs. On March 28, 1907, Dahlman 
issued a proclamation requiring dogs be muzzled to 27

27Omaha Public Library, Dahlman Scrapbooks vol. 
#3 (January 12, 1907 - December 4, 1907), pp. 17-18;
City Council Minutes, February 5, 1907, Document #381.

^8Dahlman Scrapbooks, vol, 3, pp. 77-81; City 
Council Minutes, May 21, 1907, Doc. #2091, June 11,
1907, Doc. #2460.
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tion and his own aborted 1908 Nebraska gubernatorial 
campaign. Aside from duties with the national commit
tee, Dahlman also diligently worked as a political scout 
for Bryan's nomination. During the convention, nation
ally syndicated cartoonist, George Washington Rehse, de
picted Dahlman as the scout of Bryan's efforts to capture

32the presidential nominations. Throughout 1908, Dahl
man also worked to gain the Nebraska Democratic guberna
torial nomination. Distracted, however, by his work for 
Bryan which did not allow him the proper amount of time 
to campaign in the primaries, he failed to win the nomi- 
nation. ^

By 1909, Omaha progressives abandoned all hope 
that Dahlman would forcefully pursue political reform.
His tenure revealed a myriad of unfulfilled promises, a 
state of affairs which disillusioned the politicos but 
which also redoubled their desire to triumph in the up
coming election. Before the filing period for the 1909 
city primary closed, the Excelsior felt there were five * * * * * *

 ̂ laily News. July 6-9, 1908. Rehse chronicled
the convention with a series of five cartoons entitled
the "Peerless Leader's Dash for Pike's Peak: In Five 
Terrific Spurts." Dahlman was pictured in a few of them 
as Bryan's advance man, and was a prominant part of the 
last cartoon when Bryan was nominated. In this picture, 
Dahlman is shown on Pike's Peak, his bald head flashing
and cowboy hat waving, while he is cheering Bryan's
success.

33Daily News. September 2, 1908, p. 1.



Republican possibilities for the mayoral nomination.
Harry Zimman, the only Republican council candidate to 
survive the 1906 Democratic landslide, was one of the 
strongest contenders. A Russian immigrant, he had come 
to Omaha with his parents when only two years of age.
He made a name for himself as a young man, winning elec
tion to the council in 1900 at the age of twenty. At 
that point Omaha political observers found him radical 
in hie politics, as he was "uncompromisingly in favor of 
municipal ownership of all public u t i l i t i e s . H i s  
radicalism and Jewish background diminished his chances 
of nomination.

The Excelsior also considered Ben 3. Baker candi
date material, though while a district judge in the New 
Mexico territory, he had incurred the wrath of Theodore 
Roosevelt. The journal felt this would reflect poorly 
on his abilities in the eyes of progressive Omahans. It 
also named Henry J. Penfold as a possible candidate, al
though he lacked political experience. These three indi
viduals represented the regular faction of the Republican 
party,, although Zimman's actions seldom found him in 
accord with that group. 34

34

120

p. 7.
The /Omaha/ Examiner. September 20, 1902,
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Under the Fontenelle banner were Captain Henry 
E. Palmer and John P. Breen. Palmer was an anti-corpora
tion candidate who had made powerful enemies of railroad 
politicians while a legislator in Lincoln. Breen, the 
Excelsior noted, had long participated in local affaire, 
enjoyed a reputation as a progressive attorney and had 
survived the 1906 Democratic landslide, retaining his 
position as city attorney. Esteemed because of his 
struggle to enforce lower water rates, he was also noted 
for aiding the Omaha Civic Federation, an organization 
interested in ridding Omaha of vice.^

The Republican primary turned into a three-way 
contest between Breen, Zimrnan and to a lesser extent, 
Palmer. Breen, from the outset, however, enjoyed an ad
vantage when early in the campaign he received the back
ing of both the Fontenelle Club and the Central Republi
can Club because of his widely regarded skill as a com
promiser. Bringing together these two organizations 
exemplified that skill, since three years earlier each 
had struggled to nominate a separate candidate. Because 
Breen had apparently unified the party, something which 
had not occurred in Republican city politics since 1900, 
observers felt he could lead the party to victory. This

^Excelsior, February 13, 1909, p. 2.
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reconciliation led one contemporary to urge that Zimman 
heed the advice of his many friends and withdraw from 
the race so the party could enter and emerge from the 
primaries united.^

Breen maintained this unified support even 
though all the Republican candidates were invited to 
speak before the Fontenelle Club in mid-March. Zimman, 
the first to speak, promised to support the candidate 
who won the primary. He then presented a platform which 
called for an occupation tax on all franchised corpora
tions , a drastic decrease in gas and electric street
lighting contracts, the establishment of a municipal 
electric lighting plant, and the determination of the 
exact rights of public service organizations. Breen, who 
spoke next, declined to announce a program, saying he be 
lieved only in action. He remarked, however, that Zim
man was an honest and capable man and pledged to sup
port him, if Zimman won the primary nomination. Palmer, 
still in the primary despite his slim chances, had 
little to say and offered no platform, pausing only to 
extoll his progressive and honest character. The meet
ing then adjourned with no important issues resolved.37

•^Bee. February 27, 1909, p. 1; Bxcelsior.
March 6, 1909, p. 3»

Bee, March 14, 1909, p. 6.
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Breen, however, retained the favor of both the Fonte- 
nelle Club and the Central Republican Club. In a joint 
advertizement which demonstrated the new-found soli
darity of the organizations, all voters were urged to 
support Breen in behalf of good government for the city. 
Neither body claimed the right to dictate a candidate to 
the people, but stated Republican organizations through
out the city requested these two major political clubs 
to agree on an individual to aid in unifying the party. 
As a result, Breen was selected and supported.^8

For the Democrats, despite some opposition, the 
only seriously considered candidate was Mayor Dahlman. 
The old Democratic political organ, the Jacksonian Club, 
found its position reduced between 1906 and 1909 when 
the mayor created his own political instrument, known 
appropriately as the Dahlman Democracy. Chafing from a 
steady decrease in patronage, the Jacksonians attempted 
to field their own candidate, Colonel Edward P. Berry
man, the sales manager of Lee-Glass-Anderson Hardware

X Qand a resident of the seventh ward. ^
While Dahlman was assured of the Democratic nom

ination, the party's "gentlemen politicians" were the 38

38Bee. March 28, 1909, p. 7. 
•^Ibid., February 22, 1909, p. 5.



source of a few problems. Edward P. Smith, who led 
Berryman's campaign against Dahlman, lauded the job the 
Democratic council performed, but felt that the cowboy 
mayor from "the great Northwest" lacked the proper per
spective to run a metropolitan community. Smith cited 
Dahlman's veto of the 1907 Thomas universal street car 
transfer bill, and the attempted appointments of Tom 
lee and William Connell as city prosecutors, both of 
whom were attorneys associated with Tom Dennison and his 
interests. This bitterness continued after the primary, 
when Smith refused to support Dahlman and declared he 
would campaign and vote for Breen. He also intimated a
number of Jacksonian Club members would vacate the Demo-

40cratic camp for Breen.
In the Democratic primary, Dahlman emerged the 

winner, gaining two-thirds of the votes. While a land
slide in all respects, the hilltop journal, the Excel
sior. was still prompted to remark that the Democrats 
were badly divided. It argued that since Dahlman main
tained a firm grasp on the appointment of election 
judges and clerks, received the machine's solid support, 
faced a weak opponent and had predicted a ten-to-one

orld-Herald. March 24, 1909, p. 5; Bee,
April 3, 1909, p. 11.
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vote in his favor, the victory was less than it should 
41have been.

The Republicans were engaged in a difficult con
test. Breen won the primary with a 41$ plurality; most 
of his support was concentrated in the hilltop region of 
the city. Zimrnan, the runner-up with 54$ of the ballots, 
carried the first, second, third and tenth wards, but 
with few Republicans residing there, they were not 
enough to offset Breen's margin in the hilltop. Henry 
Palmer meanwhile, polled almost 20$ of the ballots cast, 
and as one observer noted, 75$ of that vote would
probably have gone to Breen had the contest been only

42between he and Zimrnan.
Again the Republican and Democratic parties 

adopted similar platforms. They agreed on home rule, 
no extension of a proposed 25-year water franchise,
Si.00 gas, an occupation tax on public service corpora
tions and law and order. The Democrats, their platform 
pieced together by a committee of party members under 
the direction of Dahlman, however, included a plank 
pledging to work for strict segregation of social evils 
in Omaha. It proposed to allow gambling, drinking and * 42

^ Bxcelsior. April 5, 1909, p. 5.
42Ibid.; Canvass of the vote at a primary elec

tion, i-iarch 50, 1909.
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prostitution to flourish, yet he controlled in a clearly 
defined area of the city. v This in fact had been the 
case for many years; the "Burnt District" having been a 
notorious part of the third ward since the 1880's. To 
blue-collar workers, this demonstrated Dahlman1s unwill
ingness to deprive them of places of recreation. Con
veniently it also guaranteed protection for Tom Denni
son's interests although whether this was the intended 
end or a by-product of Dahlman's concern for the common- 
man can only be conjectured.

The reformers objected to this attitude and their 
spokesman, Breen, declared he wished to make Omaha a 
place where his children could grow up. This translated 
into ridding the city of the evils to which the "better" 
citizens in the Civic Federation and the Anti-Saloon 
League o b j e c t e d . T h e  women also organized against 
Dahlman. Though allowed no political franchise (with 
the exception of voting in school board elections), Mrs. 
Jennie Brown and fifteen other women proposed to cam
paign against Dahlman from a moral standpoint. Viewing 
dirty streets, rampant vice and lack of law enforcement 
as the election's major issues, the women split the city * *

^ Bee. April 18, 1909, p. 6.
^ borld-Herald. April 15, 1909, p. 5.
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into sixteen sections and canvassed from house-to-house,
speaking with voters and their wives against Dahlman.
Middle-class wives who resided largely in the eleventh
ward, they directed this anti-Dahlman campaign with their 

45own funds.
Dahlman1s support of the saloons, however, 

enabled him to appeal to the masses while condemning the 
Republican progressives as "silk-stockinged" moralists.
In early April, the state legislature passed, and Gov
ernor Ashton Shallenberger signed, a law requiring all 
saloons in the state to close between 8 p. m. and 7 a. m. 
This conflicted with the interests of the saloons, which 
enjoyed their greatest business after 8 p. m. and also 
affected most blue-collar workers who attended them dur
ing the evening. The saloons represented more than 
drinking establishments to lower-class urbanites, be
coming social and recreational centers. For the immi
grant, the saloon was frequently a club which aided them 
in making the difficult transition from the old country 
to the new. At the insistence of the Civic Federation 
and the Omaha Anti-Saloon League, the bill passed the 
legislature and these organizations now supported 
Breen's candidacy, adding weight to Dahlman's accusations 45

45Daily Mews. March 24, 1909, p. 1.
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that Breen was a moral fanatic.^ One disgruntled Re
publican confirmed Dahlman's effective manipulation of 
the saloon issue, stating,

The results /of the election/ were instructive if 
not edifying. They show that a good citizen, capa
ble, sincere and politically honest, has no stand
ing with Omaha voters. They show that the city of 
Omaha is indifferent to the ethical side of munici
pal management. They show that the reformer has no 
support, and that beer is business and business is 
beer in our beautiful city. '

Dahlman won a second term with 58$ of the bal
lots, sweeping the third ward with 86$ of the vote.
Again, it appeared Dahlman was supported by the machine, 
receiving overwhelming support in the flat river wards.
As usual, the progressive candidate, Breen, won hilltop 
support, receiving a majority in the seventh, ninth, 
eleventh and twelfth wards. While Dahlman had little 
problem being re-elected, his victory did not result in 
other Democrats being swept into office. The city coun
cil race, which lacked the excitement of the mayoral con
test, found six Democrats and an equal number of Repub-

A Olicans becoming elected. The defeat of six Democrats

^ Daily News. April 5» 1909, p. 1, April 6, 
1909, p. 1.

^ Bxcelsior. May 8, 1909, p. 3•
A OH Douglas County, Canvass of the vote cast in 

a city election, May 4, 1909.



was most likely due to disillusionment with the in
activity of the council.

Though the politicos controlled and unified the 
local Republican party in 1909, they were unable to 
capture city hall. As in 1906, while the politicos 
gathered majorities in the hilltop region for their 
mayoral candidate, Breen, they were unable to attract 
more than 55% of the vote. Dahlman's substantial major
ities in the flat river wards enabled him to defeat 
Breen by over 3,000 votes out of more than 17,000 cast. 
The small majorities given Breen in the hilltop were 
likely due to the inability of the progressives to over
come traditional party ties and by the failure to allay 
the fears of conservatives. The progressives also be
came increasingly identified as moral reformers, and 
though most politicos regarded moral reform as secondary 
to ridding government of corruption and inefficiency, 
they too were caught in this generalization. At the 
same time, Dahlman and the Democrats enjoyed the backing 
of the Dennison machine, precisely because little had 
been done to upset its vice-dominated interests.

With Dahlman retained in office, the mechanistic 
progressives returned to the forefront of directing poli 
tical reform in the city. Between the elections of 
1909 and 1912, they unified their efforts to bring

129
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efficiency and honesty to Omaha's government. One of 
the first issues with which they dealt was annexation. 
Because of the animosity shown by the suburbs, annexa
tion was not brought about, although it became an im
portant issue. The mechanists' political reform en
deavors later reached fruition when a commission form 
of government was instituted and the water works became 
city-owned.

Many attempts had been made to bring about con
solidation between Omaha and its surrounding suburbs. 
Involvement by mechanists, who provided much of the im
petus for consolidation, began as early as October 1901 
when a special Real Estate Exchange committee recommend
ed the entire county be merged and operated under a 
single organizational and political framework. A re
port, extolling the virtues of such a plan, was forward
ed to various industrial, commercial and political 
bodies, which were urged to appoint representatives to 
a joint meeting to discuss implementation of the plan, 
although nothing came of it. J In December, 1902, the 
Exchange appointed two members to go to Denver to report 
on the success of that community's consolidation plan.
A month later a bill was introduced into the legislature

49REE, October 16, 1901.



permitting such consolidation by allowing Nebraska 
counties to be smaller than the previously stipulated 
400 square-mile minimum and permitting Omaha to form 
its own county by annexing surrounding suburbs and com
bining city-county governments. The bill was soon 
pigeon-holed, however, and the consolidation issue tem
porarily died.-^

In late 1906 the city-county consolidation move
ment, with its provision to combine government as well 
as territory, gave way to movements for annexation of 
suburbs, Two bills were proposed late in the year to 
provide for annexation of surrounding cities. Mayor 
Dahlman appeared on record as supporting a bill which 
would join together the city and Bouth Omaha, contingent 
on each community ratifying such action. On the other 
hand, attorneys John Breen and Elmer Thomas drafted 
legislation which allowed for the annexation of all
suburbs contiguous to Omaha's city limits when accepted

51by a majority vote of all the communities combined.
The general movement for annexation was supported by 
both the Real Estate Exchange and the Commercial Club,

50r e E, December 4, 1902, December 10, 1902, 
January 21, 1903.

'^Daily News. November 15, 1906, p. 1; Bee. 
November 16, 1909, p. 5.
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although neither organization chose to support one bill 
over the other.

The Breen-Thomas "Greater-Omaha" bill was block
ed in the legislature and the annexation bill supported 
by Dahlman was recommended out of the House judiciary 
committee. The Commercial Club, solicited by the 
"Friends of Annexation" group in South Omaha for their 
support of the legislation, responded favorably, turning 
the matter over to the Club's judiciary and legislative 
committee and granting it the power to act. The legisla
tion, however, was not faithfully supported by everyone 
in South Omaha. A meeting held in that city to honor 
the laying of a cornerstone for the new city hall, erupt
ed into an anti-annexation meeting. Led by Doctor 
William J. Morann, president of the South Omaha Commer
cial Club, the gathering announced schools would close 
later in the week so that 140 teachers could go to
Lincoln to fight the annexation bill. Despite their

52attempts, the bill passed.
The legislation provided that a petition had to 

be signed by eligible voters equalling 10c/° of the vote 
cast at a previous election in order to place the issue 
on the ballot. Following this, a majority of the voters * 14

^CCM, February 28, 1907; Daily News. February
14, 1907, p. 1, February 28, 1907, p. 1.
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in each community had to ratify the proposition allow- 
53ing annexation. John Breen, supporting this movement, 

appeared before the Commercial Club and asked its aid in 
acquiring the necessary signatures. Because of state 
laws, only a week remained to place the proposition on 
the November ballot. This need for immediate action 
brought an unusual response from the Club, which, with
out hesitation, volunteered its efforts and empowered 
men to be hired at the Club’s expense. Members of the 
Real Estate Exchange also participated in collecting 
signatures and the drive succeeded. The Commercial 
Club, however, began to have second thoughts as some 
members suggested that further annexation activity be 
pursued quietly and without publicity, since identifying 
the Club too closely with the issue might generate ir
reparable damage in Louth Omaha. Although urging mod
eration, the Club appointed a committee of three and
granted it full authority to act in the upcoming elec- 

54.tion. While an overwhelming majority of Omahans ap
proved annexation, Louth Omahans opposed it, thus pre
venting the merger.

*^State of Nebraska, Laws of the Nebraska State 
Legislature (1907) (Lincoln, Neb.: Woodruff-Collins 
Printing Company, 1907), p. 103.

p. 8.
54c c m, October 1, 1907; Bee, October 5, 1907,
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Subsequently both the Club and the Exchange con
tinued their involvement in the movement to annex South 
Omaha. In 1910 a petition calling for an election 
failed when South Omaha signatories withdrew their names. 
The following year, a petition, again supported and cir
culated by both the Exchange and the Club, received the 
required number of signatures, but as in 1907, while
Omahans approved annexation, giving it 85$ of their

55vote, South Omahans rejected it. At this juncture an 
impasse was reached as the efforts by reformers could be 
continually blocked by the unwillingness of South Omahans. 
New legislation would be necessary to break through this 
standoff. Although unsuccessful in achieving annexation 
at this time, the issue was important as it served to 
organize the mechanists. The Club and Exchange, by 
articulating the same goals and co-operating in con
solidation activity, prepared the way for mechanists 
successfully to implement the commission form of gov
ernment .

Of structural reforms advocated by mechanists, 
those most strongly urged dealt with the commission and 
city manager forms of government. Both implied that

■^CCM, September 20, 1910, October 4, 1910, 
October 2, 1911, November 14, 1911; REE, September 21,
1910, October 12, 1910, October 3, 1911, October 18,
1911.
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city government was nothing more than a giant corpora
tion which could be run effectively along business lines. 
Influenced by the new discipline of political science, 
which felt that politics could be run by trained ex
perts, the city-manager plan of government called for 
a technician skilled in urban management to direct the 
city's affairs. Similarly the commission plan assumed 
that interested business and professional citizens would 
gain the controls of government, running the city as a 
board of directors of a corporation, with each member
responsible for a particular portion of the govern- 

56ment. The Omaha commission-city-manager movement 
duplicated the national urban pattern which revealed 
substantial support for the innovations from business 
and professional groups. The movement in Omaha was sup
ported in order to alter a political system which they 
viewed as inherently corrupt and inefficient due its 
partisan nature and the loose lines of responsibility 
from city officials to the voter. The mechanists viewed 
the commission plan of government as a panacea for the 
problems confronting Omaha politics.

56James lueinstein, "Organized Business and the 
City Commission and Manager Movement," Journal of 
Southern History XXVIII (May 1962): 166-180.
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According to Victor Rosewater, one contemporary 
Omaha observer involved in implementing commission gov
ernment , the Ad Club was responsible for initiating the 
movement. Its progressive motives in pushing for the 
legislation, however, may be questioned. Rather than 
adopting an ideological viewpoint, Rosewater suggested 
the movement grew from "a zealous desire to exploit it 
for advertizing purposes." Having witnessed the success 
which Galveston and Des Moines achieved for their city 
governments and the bounty of favorable publicity re
ceived, members of the Ad Club felt Omaha too could reap

S7those same benefits by instituting such a plan. Not 
acting alone, the association sought allies in the other 
reform organizations, actively soliciting their aid on 
the basis that clean government was necessary for Omaha.

Throughout the fall and winter, 1910, the Ad 
Club devoted a large amount of time debating the merits 
of commission government and the type of plan it should 
adopt. Both the Real Estate Exchange and the Commer
cial Club were drawn into the debate, and all three or
ganizations agreed to sponsor various speakers to learn 
of the effectiveness of the plan across the nation. By

57v 'Victor Rosewater, "Omaha's Experience with the 
Commission Plan," National Municipal Review X (May 
1921): 281-282.
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September, 1910, the Commercial Club instructed, its 
municipal affairs committee to examine the possibility 
of adopting commission government in Omaha. In December 
the Exchange brought in a municipal government expert 
from New York City to inform its membership as to the

*Qmerits and demerits of various commission plans.
Still, it was the Ad Club which initiated the 

plan, hiring attorney John Breen to draft the legisla
tion introduced at Lincoln in January, 1911. Through 
February and March, while the Ad organization lobbied 
to preserve its bill, it was debated and amended by the 
legislature. With the inclusion of such items as the 
initiative, referendum and recall, other organizations 
came to support the bill. In late February the Exchange 
passed a motion supporting it and urged the state to 
pass enabling legislation allowing Omahans to ratify or 
reject the plan. Early the following month, fifteen 
members of the Exchange were appointed to go to Lincoln 
to aid the Ad Club in its lobbying efforts. ^

The Ad Club and the Exchange also worked dili
gently in Omaha to create a wide base of public support. 5

58Dail.v News. October 12, 1910, p. 1; CCM, 
Oeptember 12, 1910; KEE, December 7, 1910.

59"^.Rosewater, p. 282; Daily News. February 24, 
1911, p. 1, March 2, 1911, p. 1; REIe , February 22, 1911, 
March 4, 1911, March 8, 1911.



In early March, Ralph Sunderland, chairman of the Ad 
organization's press committee, released a statement 
which asserted that nearly 100 cities in the United 
States had adopted the commission form of government 
and that it had provided a "business-like method for 
managing municipal affairs. He argued the "bill would 
replace ward politics with at-large, non-partisan elec
tions and would make each commissioner responsible to 
the voters by having him in charge of a particular de
partment. Sunderland defended the bill by saying it was 
not a political measure aimed at any individual or party, 
but that it was a measure with a noble goal, endeavoring 
to provide a creditable and much-needed public service 
for the city. Both Ad Club and Realty men then began a 
petition campaign in favor of the legislation; the 
latter's usual zeal almost completely overshadowed the 
fact that members of the Ad Club also participated.^

To generate further public awareness and support 
for the legislation, the Ad Club proposed a mass meeting 
be held to demand the bill's passage. An independent 
citizens' committee emerged which took charge of ar
ranging for the gathering. While attempting to appeal 
to all elements of the city, the twenty-member committee

138

^QWorld-Herald, March 6, 1911, p. 1; Daily News.
March 5, 1911» p. 1» March 11, 1911, p. 1.
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looked remarkably like a membership roster of the Real 
Estate Exchange and the Commercial Club. Only two mem
bers did not have some obvious ties with the upper- 
middle-class business and professional interests which 
dominated the committee; Louis Guye was the editor of 
the Omaha-based Labor Advocate, while Fred Adams was a 
traveling salesman. Rather than securing membership 
from throughout the city to attract all elements of so
ciety, over one-half of the committee resided in but two 
of the hilltop wards and most of these were in the ninth 
ward. ̂

The meeting nonetheless was extremely successful, 
attracting more than 1,000 people. John MacVicar, the 
keynote speaker, was a former mayor and current member 
of the Des Moines commission. He explained in detail 
the effectiveness of such a plan in placing efficient 
and honest men into government. Commenting on the Ad 
Club bill, he found it superior to the Des Moines plan 
in that it simplified the workings of the city depart
ments, adding as an afterthought, "it will be great if 
you make good, and if you can't make good with that bill

^Data compiled from an advertisement in the 
Bee, March 15, 1911, p. 12 and the Omaha City Directory. 
1211-
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you're hopeless." After hearing others speak on the 
merits of the bill, a resolution was accepted by a re
sounding voice vote which stated it was the sense of the 
mass meeting that House Roll 556, the Ad Club bill, was 
worthy of approval, and the citizens present requested 
the legislature to enact it into law. The multi-pronged 
effort gained its end as approximately three weeks later, 
the bill passed through both houses and the governor 
signed it into law.^

As enacted, the statute outlined a comprehensive 
commission plan for the entire state. It allowed each 
Nebraska city with a population exceeding 5,000 to hold 
an election to ratify such a plan. If approved, non
partisan elections would be held to nominate individuals 
to the regular election ballot from which the commission
ers would be elected. The commissioners would then exer
cise all power previously granted to the may.or and coun
cil. In cities exceeding 100,000 inhabitants, seven in
dividuals would be elected and each would administer a 
separate department in hopes that each would then be held 
accountable to the voters. The commission also had a 
legislative function, meeting weekly to handle city

^ World-Herald. March 18, 1911, p. 1.
^ Daily News. March 18, 1911, p. 1, April 7,

1911, p. 1.
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affairs and enact ordinances. With salaries established 
at $4,500 yearly— a munificent sum at the time— reform
ers hoped corruption could be curbed. The plan in
cluded a final clause in which the commission system 
could be abandoned by a majority vote of citizens after 
being instituted for four years.

Faced with a special election to ratify the 
plan, the Ad Club set out to insure a successful turn
out. A month prior to the September, 1911, election, 
the Exchange also offered its support to the Ad organi
zation, and raised $100.00 to help the campaign for 
ratification. The Exchange lauded the proposed plan, 
urging all voters "and especially all tax-paying voters
to give all the support possible to the adoption of

65this proposition."
According to Rosewater, Mayor Dahlman and his 

supporters in the council felt they would be benefited 
by a plan granting them a greater degree of control over

rr
the city, so they did not oppose the plan. As with 
most reforms, once the public appeared to favor them, 64

64̂State of Nebraska, Laws of the Thirty-Second 
Legislative Session, p. 95; Bee. August 27. 1911. p.
Dl.

^REE, August 9, 1911, August 30, 1911. 
^Rosewater, p. 282.



Dahlman followed suit, although doing nothing to work 
for ratification. Tom Dennison opposed the plan, per
haps fearful of the reformers' intentions for commis
sion government. To the press he stated his app^ehen*- 
sion that the corporations would have even more voice 
in the council if the commission plan was ratified, but
added that the third ward, as an organization, would

67take no part in the campaign. Meeting no organized 
opposition, the plan was ratified. The final hurdle to 
commission government, the Nebraska Supreme Court, unani
mously upheld it in March, 1912, and at the city elec-

6fttions that year, the plan was implemented.
The reformers, especially the mechanists, deal

ing with what was perhaps their most significant poli
tical reform during the period, achieved their victory 
through appeals to the public. Successfully mounting a 
campaign demanding the legislation, various concerned 
interest groups and the public were informed of possible 
benefits which could be accrued from such a plan. Be
cause of the unified effort by the various mechanistic 
reform bodies which organized and directed the activity,

^ World-Herald. September 2, 1911, p. 1.
^ Daily News. March 2, 1912, p. 1; State, ex 

real. Baugh. Jr. v. Ure 91 Neb. 31.
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the reform was implemented despite the apathy of local 
elected officials.

Another significant political reform for which 
the mechanists shared responsibility between 1909 and 
1912 was in bringing about municipal ownership of the 
waterworks. Between 1907 and 1912, the water works con
troversy was tied up in the courts, but through the ef
forts of the mechanists in 1911 the way was paved for 
the city's purchase of the Water Company. A series of 
suits and countersuits, which eventually reached the 
United States Supreme Court, concerned the appraised 
value of the Omaha Water Company.

In 1906, the Water Company had been valued at 
$¡6.5 million and three years later the mechanists were 
instrumental in having the voters approve a bond issue 
to enable the purchase. Once the final word was re
ceived from the courts, however, the monies proved in
sufficient. To remedy the situation, the water board 
asked a special election be held in June, 1911, in which 
voters were to approve an <¡>8,250,000 bond to cover the
cost of the plant, improvements to it and six years of 

69litigation.

°^William F. Schmidt, "Municipal Reform in Omaha 
from 1906 to 1914 as Seen Through the Bye's of the Omaha 
Press" (Unpublished Master's Thesis: The University of 
Omaha, 1963), pp. 28-32.
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The Commercial Club met with members of the 
water board in early 1911, and following discussion, ap
proved the increased bond and urged the board to act.
The Club further resolved,

that we will give our best to the board by putting 
such plan into effect, to such an extent and purpose 
that the people of the city may be fully advised of 
the plan and of the water situation and of the 
necessity of expressing their convictions in favor 
of the bonds at the special election.

After adoption the Club forwarded the resolution to its
publicity bureau, which was charged with alerting the
citizens of Omaha to the issue. The executive committee
regarded the bond as in the best interest of the city and
felt Omaha should cast aside its objections to the 1906
appraisal which the Supreme Court had deigned legitimate.
The Club urged its members to vote and also to guide
their friends to the polls. In a letter forwarded to
all members, the message stated that if the bond carried
by a decisive majority, it could then receive the high-

71est selling price, which would be good for the city.
The Real Estate Exchange was also active in this en
deavor; in March it promised to aid in ratifying the 
bond so the plant could be acquired quickly. A week 
prior to the June 28, 1911, bond election, it appointed * 7

70CCM, February 28, 1911.
7"*"Ibid., June 24, 1911.
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a seven-person committee to work for the bond's passage. 
One observer noted, however, that there was little vis
ible activity by any of these organizations, as most 
Omahans assumed the bonds would pass as easily as they 
had in 1909.72

Unexpectedly, the bonds failed to achieve the two- 
thirds majority necessary for ratification, gaining only 
64.5$ of the vote. The failure was due to voter apathy 
and opposition by the third and tenth wards. Just over 
5,100 voters cast their ballot— a very light turnout—  

while over 25% of them were from the third and tenth 
wards. These same wards voted solidly against the bond, 
the third by 88.9% and the tenth by 75%, while the re
maining wards passed the bond by an average vote of 
80.5%. J Although no explanation was publicized for the 
deviation by the machine-controlled third and tenth 
wards, it may be speculated that Dennison's aid had been 
solicited by the Water Company. The anti-bond vote cast 
in such a block clearly demonstrated the boss' influence

Son elections.
Following the failure, the mechanists worked in 

earnest to call another bond election. It is likely they 7

7^REE, March 8, 1911, June 21, 1911; Schmidt, 
pp. 29-50.

^ World-Herald. June 28, 1911, p. 2.



were spurred as much by the affront of the machine in 
derailing the bond as by their desire to see the water 
plant municipalized. The Exchange requested the water 
board re-submit the proposition at the earliest pos
sible date and placed a special water board committee 
in charge of turning out a favorable vote. A day prior 
to the new bond's special election on August 2, volun
teers met to aid in canvassing the city to turn out 
voters. The Commercial Club, too, set its machinery in 
motion, asking that all members vote and urging the city
to allow its employees time off in order to get to the 

74polls. Although not lending the same physical ef
forts as the Exchange, the Club's contributions reflect
ed the sense of solidarity it held with the Exchange 
and the water board. This time the bond carried by an 
eleven to one margin. In the hilltop wards where the 
Exchange concentrated its canvassing efforts, the number 
of people voting jumped an average of 53% over the vote 
cast in the June special election, with the total bal
lots climbing to more than 8,100. Both the third and 
tenth wards this time voted in favor of the bond, the 
former by 66.2% and the latter by 80.5%. * 31

74KEE, July 5, 1911, August 1, 1911; COM, July
31, 1911; Daily hews. July 31, 1911, p. 1.

v> orld-Herald. August 3, 1911, p. 3.



This diligent work was rewarded in late 1911 
when the Federal Court of Appeals ruled that the city 
must purchase the plant at an appraised price. It then 
appointed Omahan George H. Thummel as master-in
chancery to render an account of the water work's 
property and he arrived at a figure $230,000 above the 
1906 appraisal price. The water board quickly accepted 
this figure, as the court stated interest would not have 
to be paid the Water Company from the date of the ini
tial 1906 appraisal. The company, dissatisfied with this 
ruling, took the case to the United States Supreme Court. 
In May, 1912, it handed down a decision which stated the 
city was obligated to pay only the original appraisal 
price of $6,263,295.00. Although the Water Company 
threatened to return to the courts on another point, 
the water board was now in a position to compromise the 
price paid to the company. The figure arrived at by 
Thummel was offered and accepted, and on July 1, 1912, 
the ownership of the water plant was transferred to 
the city.^

While much of the controversy was shrouded in 
litigation, the role played by the mechanists was ex
tremely important, paving the way for the city's

76

14?

Schmidt, pp. 32-36.
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purchase of the water plant. Although court action was 
directed by the water board acting in behalf of the city, 
the community enjoyed no particular advantage in dealing 
with the Water Company. It was not until 1911, with the 
ratification and issuance of the $8.5 million water 
bond, that the city could act upon a favorable court 
decision and compromise its stance with the Water Com
pany. The efforts of the mechanists in bringing final 
passage of the 1911 bond was significant. They perform
ed significant roles in turning out the vote and ensur
ing that even had the machine again entered the fight, 
the bond would pass. Without the persistance of the 
mechanists, attempts to pass the bond could have been 
further delayed and municipalization of the water plant 
might not have been achieved until after further lengthy 
litigation.

Between 1906 and 1912, Omaha's progressives be
gan to find an identity, while many of its citizens grew 
increasingly amenable to the structural changes advocat
ed. Effectively taking over the local Republican party, 
the politicos nominated important mayoral candidates in 
both 1906 and 1909. They were unable, however, to suc
ceed in winning an election. The outcome of the 1906 
city race resulted in a Democratic administration
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winning office. Because of the progressive promises made 
during the course of the campaign, Omaha's reformers ex
pected a great deal from the administration. Their ex
pectations, however, were unfulfilled as the new ad
ministration proved to be little different from the Re
publican office holders whom they replaced. This gave 
rise to renewed efforts by the mechanists, who began to 
work together to implement political reforms designed to 
bring efficiency and honesty to government. Laboring to 
annex South Omaha to Omaha, the two largest and most im
portant mechanistic organizations, the Commercial Club 
and the Real Estate Exchange, combined their resources 
to carry out the fight, although unsuccessfully. Hot 
stopped by this drawback, they were almost singularly 
responsible for introducing and implementing a commis
sion form of government in Omaha. Similarly, the me
chanists became involved in working toward municipaliza
tion of the Omaha Water Company. Due to their impor
tant contributions in fighting for passage of bonds to 
purchase the company, this movement reached a success
ful conclusion. These changes exhibit the growing sig
nificance of the mechanists and their role in Omaha's 
progressive era.



Chapter V 
The End of an Era

During the remaining years of the prewar era,
1912 through 1918, reform followed patterns which had 
been molded in previous years. Despite the change to 
the commission form of government in 1912, the politicos 
continued their record of failure at the polls during 
the next two general elections and thus had little im
pact on political reform in Omaha. This was due to the 
success with which the opposition was able to alienate 
these upper middle-class reformers from the lower-class 
majority in the city. By accusing the politicos of being 
puritanical moralists, Dahlman and his supporters were 
able to continue their hold on city affairs. During 
these same years the mechanists again played the major 
role in bringing about progressive political reform.
Among their foremost endeavors were: insuring the suc
cess of the state-appointed election commissioner to 
Douglas county, working for home rule, and lowering gas 
utility rates to home consumers. In 1915, a year of in
tense progressive activity, the mechanists demonstrated 
their prowess as reformers by helping lower electrical
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rates and by participating in a movement to annex four 
suburbs surrounding Omaha. These latter victories of 
the mechanists represented the capstone for progressive 
activity in the city and prepared the way for the elec
toral success enjoyed by the politicos in 1918. How
ever, when the politicos finally won the seats of local 
government, little was left to accomplish on the pro
gressive agenda.

Omaha's politicos were unable to capitalize on 
the spirit of reform generated by the mechanists by 1912. 
One such result of this air of reform was implementation 
of the commission form of government which coincided 
with the 1912 city elections. This new governmental 
structure, sponsored and pushed forward by the mechan
ists, raised the hopes and expectations of the politicos 
who felt certain they would be able to win election to 
the seats of power. In other cities where commission 
government had been adopted, such as Des Moines, the 
plan facilitated the election of many progressive 
business and professional men. The stress on non
partisan elections, high salaries and individual merit 
encouraged new activists to seek city offices and 
helped rid urban government of machine-controlled poli
ticians. Omaha politicos supported this plan of
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government with the hope of electing responsible, honest 
citizens to city hall. As one observer noted, however, 
instead of allowing individuals to seek election based 
on merit, commission government quickly attracted "slate 
making where 2 political parties, specially formed for 
the election, compete/”d/ for spots in the commission, 
promising other members who /did not/ make it, with ap
pointive jobs."1 Bearing witness to this observation, 
late in the fall of 1911 the Citizen's Union, a progres
sive, non-partisan organization was established. Inter
ested solely in good government, it allowed no member to 
run for office, although it held itself responsible for

pcreating and electing a slate.
By the close of the filing date for election, 87 

Omahans were running for the seven commission offices; 
the fourteen highest vote-getters would be placed on 
the ballot for the general election. Excluding the 
mayor and the incumbent councilmen seeking re-election, 
over half of the candidates in the primary were business 
and professional men of some stature in the community: 
men like Alfred Sorenson, a publisher and booster

Victor Rosewater, "Omaha's Experience with the 
Commission Plan," National Municipal Review XX (May,
1921), p. 282.

^Excelsior. January 20, 1912, p. 3; World-
Herald . March 3, 1912, p. N3.
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historian of Omaha and Melvin 0. McLaughlin, pastor of
the First United Brethren Church. Fully 58$ were also
residents of the hilltop wards, which in the past had
always supported progressive tickets in local elec

'stions. This array of candidates, many of them sharing 
a common progressive ideology, ironically led the poli
ticos to subvert the non-partisan character of the run
off. The Citizen's Union recognized that the incumbents 
of city hall enjoyed an advantage in the primary. Their 
visibility and the benefits which accrue to sua office 
holder, plus the ability of the machine to concentrate 
voters, gave them a decisive edge in the contest for the 
fourteen spots. Because of the large number of qualified 
individuals, the Union felt that the votes for progres
sive candidates would be scattered over such a large 
field that their defeat would be assured. Thus the 
Union considered it expedient to form a slate which 
would concentrate the votes of the "better" citizens 
on seven individuals to counteract the influence the

4machine held.

•^Data extrapolated from a list provided in the 
World-Herald. April 8, 1912, p. 2.

^Excelsior. March 16, 1912, p. 3i Daily News. 
March 22, 1912, p. 1.
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The Citizen's Union selected Martin Funkhouser, 

an incumbent councilman; John Neble, a member of the 
city park board; John Swanson, a retired businessman; 
John Ryder, a newspaperman; Frank Furray, a Real Estate 
Exchange member; and William Reddick and George Thummel, 
both attorneys. At a mass meeting to draw support for 
the slate, the featured speaker, William Jennings Bryan, 
urged all voters to support the Union in its attempt to 
bring good government to Omaha. Having previously bro
ken politically with Dahlman over the issue of prohibi
tion, he asked those present to reject candidates who 
failed to uphold the law, specifically those members of 
the present city council noted for their liberality with 
vice-related issues. William F. Gurley, a member of the 
Union, also spoke, presenting a typical politico posi
tion. He urged citizens to aid in throwing out corrupt 
government and felt voters should elect individuals 
willing to work in the political system to reform it 
instead of merely tinkering with its superstructure.
The seven individuals chosen by the Union pledged to do 
this and to adopt the Union's platform to eliminate 
graft, investigate the police department, grant no 
franchise to public-service corporations without a

5World-Herald. March 51, 1912, p. 1.
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referendum, centralize city purchases and provide honest, 
open administration of all laws.**

Other organizations also created slates, includ
ing the socialists, the Labor League and the public- 
service corporations. However, the strongest was the 
city hall slate, consisting of Mayor Dahlman, two coun
cil incumbents, A. C. Kugel and Charles Withnell, who 
consistently supported him during his second term, and 
a newspaperman, John Ryder. This slate became known as 
the "Big Four," aJLthough some confusion eminated from 
the fact that Ryder also appeared on the Citizen's Union 
ticket.

In the primary, the Citizen's Union enjoyed a 
tremendous victory as all seven members of its slate 
gained nomination. After the election, however, the 
executive committee of the Union dropped John Ryder from 
the slate and replaced him with Alfred Kennedy, a real 
estate agent. The switch occurred because Ryder re
ceived a large number of votes in the third ward, seem
ingly revealing the fact that he enjoyed a closer tie 
with the Dahlman slate than the Union wished to toler
ate. Ryder, claiming no knowledge as to the reason for 
the high returns, and maintaining he belonged to no other

^World-Herald. March 31, 1912, p. 8U; Daily News. 
March 26, 1912, p. 1.
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combine, withdrew from the Union slate and organized an

7independent campaign. The Union named its new slate 
the "Square Seven," represented by seven "square," 
honest candidates. This appellation undoubtedly was de
rived from the language of another progressive, Theodore 
Roosevelt.

Meanwhile, the "Big Four" candidates also suc
ceeded in the primaries. Dahlman expanded the slate, 
calling it the "Square Deal" slate, which anticipated 
providing Omahans with a "fair shake" in government. 
Despite disclaimers, John Ryder remained on the ticket, 
and Thomas McGovern, Joseph Hummel and Dan Butler were 
added to it. This slate pledged to aid Omaha's progress 
and promised to represent "the masses, not the classes 
only." The slate attempted to alienate the Square Seven 
candidates from Omaha's lower-class voters by stressing 
that Dahlman and other members of his slate had been 
successful in politics because of individual effort and

Qnot wealth.
The mayor again resorted to familiar tactics. 

During the course of the election activity he worked to 
equate the politicos' campaign with a movement for

^World-Herald. April 12, 1912, p. 9; Daily News. 
April 12, 1912, p. 1.

^World-Herald. May 6, 1912, p. 5.
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extreme moralism which desired to end prostitution, halt 
gambling and institute prohibition in the city. During 
one of many pre-election speeches given among the river 
wards, he attacked the Square Seven for wishing to dis
miss a legally elected fire and police board which had
become well-known for its liberality in dealing with

9Omaha's social evils. Dahlman was well noted for hie 
intractable "wet" position, while his administration had 
done nothing to curb vice in the community. Once again, 
as in previous elections, moral issues became central to 
the campaign, thus weakening the position of the poli
ticos among the mass of lower-class and blue-collar 
voters.

Despite their success in the primary and the sup
port of progressive organs such as the Excelsior and the 
Daily News, not one member of the Square Seven was 
elected. Of the votes cast for the commissioners, the 
Square Deal Dahlmanites received a total of 56.9°/o of the 
ballots. The Square Deal's strength was consolidated 
primarily in the river wards where they received a large 
percentage of the ballots. The progressive Square Seven, 
meanwhile, received the majority of its support in the 
hilltop region of the city (see table 1). All-in-all the

^World-Herald. May 1, 1912, p. 11.
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politicos fared little better under the new election 
and governmental system than they had under the previous 
system. Only controlling the "better" wards in which 
they resided, they lacked the support necessary to win 
in a city-wide run-off. Dahlman, however, supported 
positions which placed him in the favor of the masses. 
After becoming elected on the regular ballot, the other 
commission members voted him mayor.

TABLE 1
Percentage of Votes Received by Slate in the 1912 City 

Commission Election

ward 1 2 3 4 5 6
Square
Seven 29.0$ 30.8$ 11.7$ 50.6$ 41.4$ 38.0$

Square
Deal 71.0$ 69.2$ 88.5$ 49.4$ 58.6$ 62.0$

ward 7 8 9 10 11 12
Square
Seven 61.0$ 34.1$ 56.2$ 19.5$ 61.0$ 53.7$

Square
Deal 39.0$ 65.9$ 43.8$ 80.5$ 39.0$ 46.3$

Source: Douglas County, Canvass of the City Election, 
May 9» 1912, Files of the Election Commis
sioner, Omaha, Nebraska.



159

Unlike the politicos, who tasted defeat again, 
the mechanists following the 1912 commission balloting 
enjoyed success in the area of political structural, re
form. Between 1912 and 1915 they aided the newly ap
pointed election commissioner's office in thwarting il
legal voting, attempted to get a home-rule charter for 
the city, brought SI.00 gas rates to consumers and im
plemented annexation.

Following years of irregular and corrupt bal
loting in Omaha and Douglas county, the state appointed 
an election commissioner to oversee that votes were cast 
correctly. The movement to provide for honest elections 
was protracted; almost every election between 1900 and 
1915 produced charges of fraud. The most vocal critic 
was generally the Civic Federation, but through the 
course of efforts to halt fraudulent voting practices 
the mechanistic reform organizations were notably ab
sent. Perhaps feeling voting and politics were syno- 
nomous and thus outside the sphere of their interest, 
little part was played by these reformers in pushing for 
a modified election system. Once a commissioner was 
appointed, however, the mechanists were called upon to 
provide the basis for a clean election system and they 
responded favorably to the call.
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In 1912, the Citizen's Union announced its in
terest in overseeing clean and honest elections.10 Un
der the city's election machinery, it was the responsi
bility of the mayor to appoint election judges and 
clerks in each precinct. Expected to maintain a sense 
of bi-partisanship, the three-judge, two-clerk election 
boards in each precinct ordinarily had three members of 
the dominant party and two from other parties. The city 
council, charged with reviewing and affirming the list 
of officials, ordinarily did so with little discussion. 
Traditionally, wards which could be counted on for over
whelming support for a particular party— typically the 
third and the tenth— might have the bi-partisanship cus
tom ignored. Power politics dictated that the incumbent 
mayor use every means at his disposal to give himself 
an edge in the voting. A majority of his loyal sup
porters as election judges and clerks often guaranteed 
this edge and on occasion manufactured it.

A week prior to the election, however, the 
Citizen's Union succeeded in getting the city council 
to refuse to confirm the election boards selected by 
Mayor Bahlman, claiming there were 26 names on the list 
of 320 who were city employees hired by Dahlman and

10World-Herald. March 3, 1912, p. N3



prejudicial to his interests. The Union submitted a 
list of names asking the mayor to select one-half the 
names from its list and one-half from his own to arrive 
at an equitable basis for the boards. Dahlman replied 
that he had worked on his list for two weeks and would 
have been willing to accept names at that time. How
ever, this close to the election he claimed it was al
most impossible to construct another list, and that 
this action by the Union was simply a ploy to steal the 
election from the people.'1'1

The Union defended its actions, accusing the 
mayor of being the real thief. In the past, the elec
tion boards for the primaries were retained for the 
regular election, but the Union declared Dahlman had 
secretly constructed a new list, dropping 135 of the 
men who had been on the primary list. The mayor 
countered by stating that of the men claimed to have 
been on the primary list by the Union, 65 were not, and 
the remainder had requested their names be withdrawn. 
Dahlman remained unmoving, refusing to accept the 
Union's suggestions for compromise. One day prior to 
the election, district court judge, Charles Leslie, 
ruled that all but 24 of the men on the mayor's list 11

11tforId-Heraid. May 2, 1912, p. 1; Daily 
News. May 1, 1912, p. 1.
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were acceptable. The city council, attempting to main
tain its dignity, re-examined the list carefully and con
firmed it with the exception of the 24 individuals ruled 
unfit by the court. With this avenue blocked, the Citi
zen's Union announced that it hired four Burns detec-

12tives to collect evidence on voting frauds. Although 
many accusations were made in the press concerning the 
"Dahlman gang's" illegal campaigning and voting tactics, 
no arrests were made. Both the Daily News and the World- 
Herald reported that Citizen's Union members were forcib
ly evicted from polling places when challenging votes 
cast, that judges and clerks openly worked for Dahlman 
and that individuals were released from jail to vote for

ixtheir Square Deal slate. ^
In January, 1913, both the house and the sen

ate of the state legislature began investigations into 
fraudulent voting practices in Douglas county. The re
sult of the investigations was an election commission 
bill, sponsored by Douglas county state senator, Nathan 
P. Dodge, which quickly passed in both houses and was 
signed by the governor. Designed for all counties in

•^World-Herald. May 3, 1912, p. 1; Daily News. 
May 6, 1912, p. 1; City Council Minutes, May 6, 191^, 
Document #2337, City Clerk's Office, Omaha, Nebraska.

^ Daily News. May 7, 1912, p. 1; World-Herald. 
May 7, 1912, p. 1.
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Nebraska with a population in excess of 150,000, it 
affected only Douglas county. The election law pro
vided for the appointment of an election commissioner 
by the governor, who was responsible for the appointment 
of precinct judges and clerks and for proper voter regis
tration.

In March, 1913, the governor appointed Harley 
0. Moorehead, a prominent Omaha attorney, to the posi
tion.1^ Moorehead announced his first duty would be to 
redistrict the city's precincts, after which deputies 
would be appointed to make a census of the registered 
voters, a duty to be repeated every year. This was to 
insure that the voting lists were current in hopes of 
curbing some of the frauds committed by the machine.
He then added that thirty days prior to an election, 
three judges and two clerks would be selected to serve 
in each precinct, with those lists being published to 
allow citizens to object to anyone placed on the boards. 
Moorehead, however, faced many problems in re-ordering 
Douglas county's election apparatus. Confronted by an 
approaching special election for bonds and a gas

^Joseph P. Harris, "Permanent Election 
Registration in Omaha," National Municipal Review XV 
(November, 1926): 637; State of Nebraska. Laws of the 
State Legislature. 1913 (Lincoln, Neb.: Woodruff Bank 
iiote Co., 1913), pp. 116-117; World-Herald. May 13, 
p. 3.



franchise extension, he spoke of those problems before a
luncheon at the Barrister Club. He informed the members
attending the meeting that he might be required to call
on them to become election clerks and judges. Stating
he needed 600 honest, capable and reliable men to fill
the positions, he thus far had found only 75 he person-

15ally knew and trusted. ' His repeated calls to Omaha's 
business and professional organizations and progressives, 
however, made his search successful. In less than a 
month he released his list of election officials. The 
new complexion of judges and clerks in the third ward 
exemplified the earnestness with which he approached his 
new position. At the 1912 city commission election, 
every member of the third ward election boards appointed 
by Dahlman resided in that ward and reflected the high 
percentage of small shopkeepers, saloonmen and blue- 
collar workers found there. Of Moorehead's appointees,
50?<> lived in the sixth, seventh and eleventh wards, 
while another 36^ were from the hilltop ninth ward. He 
appointed none who resided in the third ward. Fully 24 
out of 28 of those appointed were business and profes-

~^¥orld-Herald. May 13, 1913, p. 3; Daily 
News. May 24, 1913, p. 1.



16 5

sional men, and many of these, recognizable members of 
the Commercial Club and the Real Estate Exchange.1^

As Joseph Harris in his analysis of the Doug
las county election commissioner's office wrote, the of
fice was largely successful because Moorehead demanded 
the service of the best citizens in Omaha on the elec
tion boards. This was done purposefully, according to 
Harris, to throw out the old-line political ward heelers
and to bring independent, respectable citizens into 

17service. The evidence largely supports this conclu
sion. Moorehead, a prominant attorney, held an impor
tant, respected social position in the city. He took 
his appointed position seriously and acted as a reformer 
in reconstructing election procedures in Douglas county. 
When seeking aid to implement his changes, he turned to 
the businessman progressives in the city and received an 
enormous amount of support from them. It was in this 
role that the mechanists served to bring reform to the 
city. As Harris stated in his study, the success of the 
election commissioner's office was due as much to the 
type of people selected to serve on the election boards * 17

"*"̂ City Council Minutes, May 6, 1912, Doc. 
it2337; Daily hews. June 21, 1913, p. 7.

17Harris, p. 638.



166

as it was the result of the able administration of
1AMoorehead.
In contrast to election reform which neces

sitated going to the state legislature to break local 
power, Omaha's mechanists also stressed the need for a 
charter which allowed for home rule. In Nebraska all 
incorporated cities possessed powers granted by the 
state in a charter. The rural dominated legislature 
took upon itself the responsibility of checking corrup
tion in the city. During the early twentieth century, 
however, Omahans began to find these bonds too constric
tive and unchanging. Progressives felt that greater 
flexibility under a charter created and controlled by 
the city would aid in creating a more business-like 
system.

Prior to 1913, mechanistic reformers twice 
were involved in movements for charter revision. 
Throughout 1904 and into early 1905 an Omaha charter re
vision committee met to provide amendments to the old 
charter prior to the state legislature's assemblage. 
While the committee advocated many disparate reforms, 
mechanists were not enthused by the charter package. In 
late 1904 the Heal ¿state Exchange unanimously passed a

18Ibid., pp. 658-644.



16?

resolution demanding that the charter be left unchanged. 
The argument centered around repeated adjustments in the 
charter and the fact that it had become so unwieldy 
there was little value in it. It proposed taking no 
action until an entirely modern charter could be for
warded to the legislature and suggested any new charter 
limit the proliferation of city departments and place 
all responsibility on the mayor and a governing board. 
This suggestion appeared to be an early call for commis
sion government. The resolution came too late as the re
vision committee’s product had already been forwarded to 
Lincoln. The Exchange, joined by the Commercial Club, 
organized a committee to report on measures acted on by
the legislature and the general attitudes of legislators

19toward charter revision. Little came of this initial 
work as the revision committee's proposed amendments 
were adopted, and the two bodies learned little of 
value.

Again in 1908 an Omaha committee was formed to 
recommend amendments to the charter. Both the Commer
cial Club and the Exchange co-operated in the movement,

^Minutes of the Real Estate Exchange (here
after cited as BEE), December 28, 1904, January 11,
1905, Files of the Omaha Board of Realtors, Omaha, Ne
braska; Minutes of the Commercial Club (hereafter cited 
as CCM), Archives of the Greater Omaha Chamber of Com
merce, Omaha, Nebraska, January 3, 1905.
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as did various Improvement Clubs, city beautifiers and 
organized labor. Both the Exchange and the Club felt 
nothing could be accomplished due to the unwieldy size 
of the committee and the great diversity of its make-up. 
The Club considered withdrawing from the committee and 
outlined three major reasons for such a move; the first 
maintained that as constituted, the committee was only 
capable of constructing make-shift remedies; secondly it 
felt Omaha needed a carefully constructed, up-to-date 
charter able to meet the needs of a metropolitan com
munity and one not subject to constant legislative tink
ering; and finally it held that the city council should 
appropriate a reasonable sum of money to provide for a 
revision committee where the individuals appointed to 
serve upon it would "by study, habit or training, have 
some familiarity with municipal work and municipal in- 
stitutions." Both the Club and the Exchange con
curred that a broader charter was necessary, one which

21provided the city with home rule. Although the Club 
did not withdraw from the revision committee, neither 
group contributed any substantial effort to it. They 20 21

20CCM, October 13, 1908.
21REE, May 27, 1908, June 3, 1908, July 1, 

1908; CCM, beptember 15, 1908, October 6, 1908,
October 15, 1908.
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only remained on the committee so as not to offend the 
other reform groups which were also participating on it. 
Again, as in 1905* the Exchange and the Club had little 
impact as the proposed changes to the charter were 
enacted in Lincoln.

Three years later the state ratified a con
stitutional amendment which allowed any city of more than
5,000 inhabitants to frame its own charter. In conjunc
tion with the new provision, the city council ordered a 
special election for a commission which would construct
a new charter which would then be submitted to the 

22voters. The mechanists were in favor of the plan and 
the Commercial Club took a high degree of interest in 
the contest. At the beginning of the year the executive 
committee of the Club, acting on behalf of a recommenda
tion by its municipal affairs committee, directed all 
possible publicity be given to *the special election 
scheduled for March 11, 1915. Recognizing the potential 
of such a situation, it urged its members to run for of
fice, with the result that 14 out of the 42 aspirants in 
the primary were members of the Club. The Real Estate

2?State of Nebraska, Laws. Memorials and 
Resolutions passed in the Thirty-Second Session of the 
Nebraska State Legislature (York. Neb.: York Blank 
Book Co., 1911), pp. 681-684; City Council Minutes, 
December 27, 1912, Doc. #7040.
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Exchange also had four of its members as candidates, al
though actually three of them also had membership with 
the Commercial Club. In the primary election thirty 
individuals were chosen; of the fifteen Exchange and
Club members who filed for the election, all but three

27)made the cut. v
The Exchange appointed a special committee of 

five members to organize and get out the vote. The Com
mercial Club, meanwhile, insisted that all members of the 
organization, regardless of political persuasion, vote. 
The Journal declared the matter was not a political ques
tion, but involved the future of every business interest 
and stated the Club supported no ticket, but "simply 
considered /itJ vital that the intelligent element of the 
city attend the polls in greater number than usual on 
account of the principles that are at stake.

Attempts at generating interest in the elec
tion failed as only 31.2% of the voters who had previ
ously turned out for the 1912 city commission election 
bothered to appear at the polls. Even the machine wards 
had a lower than usual turnout, averaging slightly less

^ Journal of the Commercial Club. January 11, 
1913, p. 4, February 8, 1913, p. 2; World-Herald.
February 10, 1913, p. 1.

2^REE, March 5, 1913; Journal. February 8,
1913, p. 2, March 8, 1913, p. 1.
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than 45$ of the vote which they cast at the preceding 
election. This, however, was substantial considering 
the less than 30$ participation shown by the hilltop 
region. Much of the apathy stemmed from the fact that 
this was a special election and it lacked stirring is
sues capable of enticing voters to the polls. Simi
larly the mechanists exerted only token efforts in 
turning out the vote, while these actions were insuf
ficient to make a significant impact on the election.

Another crucial difference for the election 
was in the existence of a machine-supported slate. In 
the third ward, fifteen candidates received 92.3$ of 
all the votes cast in that ward. On the other hand, in 
the twelfth ward, one of the areas in which the re
formers concentrated their efforts, fifteen candidates 
garnering the most votes (almost all of whom were dif
ferent from the third's slate) received only 60$ of 
the total ballots cast in that ward. This pattern was 
generally duplicated in the other hilltop wards, where 
citizens scattered their votes among a large number of 
candidates and did not cast them in a block as was done 
in the machine wards. Of the twelve Exchange and Com
mercial Club members who made it through the primary,
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only five were elected to the charter revision com- 
25mission.

With Victor Rosewater, the Omaha Bee1s editor, 
as its chairman, and under pressure from special inter
est groups and a mid-July completion date, the committee 
hurried to discharge his task. Finishing the 102-page 
charter on time, Rosewater in his preface claimed he 
endeavored to insure that the people of Omaha received 
an efficient government, responsive to every well- 
founded demand. This was accomplished through the re
tention of a commission plan with more centralized re
sponsibility and by "reducing the play of politics by
means of non-partisan nominating and merit appointments

26and promotions under civil service." The document did 
not meet all the members' expectations, however, with 
three commissioners refusing to sign. Chauncey Shamp, 
secretary for the International Brotherhood of Station
ary Engineers, refused to sign because he found nothing 
in the document in the interests of labor. Charles Met
calfe felt too much home rule was allowed and stated 
this could only lead to civic corruption. He especially 25 26

25̂Douglas County, Canvass of the Vote of a 
Special Charter Commission Election, March 11, 1913, 
Election Commissioner's Office.

26Bee, July 11, 1913, p. 1.



disliked the provision which took all city elections 
from the hands of the newly appointed county election 
commissioner and returned them to the city. John Rea
gan, an attorney, felt the opposite, finding too much 
state restriction and not enough home rule. As a mem
ber of the state legislature and one of the individuals 
who helped draft the constitutional amendment authoriz
ing city-constructed charters, he felt the document was 
repugnant to the legislation's intention. He had in
tended the amendment to provide a flexible home-rule 

27charter.
Reform organizations immediately began an in

quiry into the charter. The municipal affairs committee 
of the Commercial Club, upon receipt of the bulky docu
ment, split it into seven parts for study by subcom
mittees. By November the verdict was delivered and the 
executive committee voted to oppose the proposed 
charter. While it felt the major portion of the docu
ment was an improvement over what the city currently
had, there were too many vital defects for it to merit

2ftapproval. Likewise, the Economic League opposed the

2\orld-Herald. July 10, 1913, p. 1, July 11, 
1913, p. 8.

28Journal, July 19, 1913, p. 1, November 15, 
1913, pp. 1, 4.
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document for similar reasons, criticizing the charter 
for not providing for physical valuations of public- 
service corporations, for lacking a provision for spe
cial initiative elections, for not allowing preferen
tial ballots and for turning city election control over

2Qto the city commissioners.
The Real Estate Exchange echoed the sentiments 

of the two other organizations, feeling the document 
fell short of being a true home-rule charter. It ap
pointed a committee of five to work for the charter's 
defeat at a referendum scheduled for March 10, 1914.
That Exchange committee later reported that most other 
organizations in the city— the various Improvement Clubs, 
labor organizations and Betterment League— also opposed 
the charter and that it would be defeated. The Com
mercial Club joined the campaign against the charter, 
though less actively than it might have. The munici
pal affairs committee asked for a Club appropriation to 
carry on the campaign against the charter, but was re
fused. The executive committee declared the proposition 
would be defeated without disbursing Club funds since * 30

^ -Daily News. September 10, 1913, p. 1; 
World-Herald, September 10, 1913, p. 8.

30REE, February 25, 1914, March 4, 1914.
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public sentiment had grown so strongly against
i t .’1

The combined efforts of these organizations 
and the absence of pro-charter supporters led to its 
defeat. Even Edward Rosewater who oversaw the docu
ment's construction, had nothing to say either for or 
against the proposition via his forum, the Bee. Voter 
turnout was almost 48$ of that of the 1912 city commis
sion election, with the proposition being rejected by 
over 77$ of the vote. The wards located in the hilltop 
showed a substantial increase in balloting over the pre
vious special election, having an average voter turnout 
of 54$ of the 1912 city elections.-^ The additional 
year of controversy stimulated increased voter partici
pation citywide, while the jump in the hilltop wards was 
larger than the overall increase. The greater efforts 
of the reform organizations were at least partially 
instrumental in promoting the turnout and in securing 
the defeat. Despite constant efforts of reformers to 
have Omaha's charter overhauled or replaced by a more 
progressive document, home rule was not acquired for the

Journal, February 22, 1914, p. 4.
■^Canvass of Votes of a Charter Election,

March 10, 1914, Douglas County Election Commissioner's 
Office.
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city until 1956. As evidenced by movements in late 1905 
and in 1908, the mechanists were not willing to accept 
piecemeal additions to the charter. They fought 
against efforts of various revision committees to 
merely amend the charter during those years, although 
with little success. When the opportunity was finally 
provided in 1913 for a home rule document, the mechanis
tic organizations failed to capitalize upon the circum
stance. They were unable to secure a controlling faction 
on the revision committee, thus the final document did 
not match their standards. The mechanists, therefore, 
played an awkward dual role— promoting home rule, but 
working to defeat the new charter. Unwilling to accept 
half a loaf, their ultimate contribution to the home- 
rule struggle during the progressive era was to help 
ensure the defeat of the 1914 charter.

On a more positive note, the mechanists were 
also instrumental in defeating attempts by the Gas Com
pany to extend its franchise and in finally bringing 
$1.00 gas rates to consumers. Between 1906 and 1913 
much of the reformers' dissatisfaction with the Gas 
Company stemmed from litigation over street-light con
tracts and the rates to be paid the company. While 
wary of the Gas Company, little attention was focused 
on it as much of the energy expended by Omaha progres
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sives during these years was directed toward munici
palization of the Water Company. However, in 1913, the 
Gas Company moved to gain a 25-year franchise extension. 
Mechanists successfully utilized their resources, op
posing this move and eventually bringing about 11 dollar" 
gas.

As in the past, the gas company was willing to 
take quick action to guarantee a favorable deal for it
self, With the 25-year franchise which it received in 
1893 valid for almost six more years, the company agreed 
to drop its consumer rates to $1.00 if the city would 
grant it another 25-year contract to take effect im
mediately. The city at first refused to act on the pro-

xxposal as it felt such action was outside its power. ^
The council later considered granting the franchise and 
was assailed by the Real Estate Exchange and the Eco
nomic League which sought to prevent it from being 
enacted. The Exchange, led by the members of the 
public service committee, attended a council meeting 
where they made clear their opposition to the fran
chise. The Exchange directed its committee to write a 
brief opposing the contract and see it fully publicized, 
and empowered the committee to do anything possible to *

■^City Council Minutes, December 24, 1912,
Doc. #6966; Daily News. December 24, 1912, p. 1.
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defeat such a franchise. The Economic League, too, op
posed the proposed franchise and drafted a brief to pre
sent to the mayor and council urging that such a con
tract not be passed, or at least to provide for a spe
cial election on the issue. As Harry Zimman, a member 
of the League, summed up, the offer of "dollar" gas 
should have taken place long ago, and without attaching 
a 25-year franchise extension.

The Commercial Club also evinced interest in the 
issue. To inform its membership, the Club invited rep
resentatives of both the League and the Exchange to pre
sent their arguments. Expressing a number of objections, 
the two organizations felt that the proposed franchise 
ran counter to the welfare of a progressive community. 
Under such a franchise the city would be unable to 
regulate the rates or to control the quality of the 
gas, it could receive less money in royalties than 
under the current franchise and it would have to wait

StK25 years before again having the option for purchase. J

With such opposition, the council called for a 
referendum to be held in August, 1913, to decide

54REE, June 11, 1913, June 18, 1913, July 2,
1913; Bee, June 19, 1913, p. 1.

Journal. June 21, 1913, p. 3; Daily News.
June 23, 1913, p. 1.
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whether the franchise should be granted. With this news 
the mechanists immediately organized to defeat the pro
position. The Commercial Club, the least active in this 
fight, recorded its opposition in its official Journal, 
feeling the city could acquire Si.00 gas before the 
present franchise expired in 1918. It did not wish 
lower consumer gas prices at the cost of a restricting 
25-year franchise. The Real Estate Exchange, meanwhile, 
geared up to defeat the referendum by collecting $115.00 
to defray campaign expenses. The public service commit
tee, in charge of leading opposition to the proposition, 
called a special meeting to organize its campaign a week 
prior to the election, during the Exchange's vacation.

Fighting against the referendum's passage, re
formers even adopted vote-gathering techniques usually 
employed by Tom Dennison's political machine. On ap
peal to the city corporation attorney, Ben Baker, F. W. 
Fitch of the Federated Improvement Clubs of Omaha, 
secured a ruling which allowed the use of "automobiles, 
carriages and baby carts" to transport voters to the 
polls. The reformers' efforts were successful with the 
proposition being soundly defeated by almost 64% of the 
final vote. Four of the wards located in the hilltop

^ Daily hews. July 8, 1913, p. 1; Journal. July 
12, 1913, p. 4; REE, July 23, 1913, August 15, 1913.
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region— the sixth, seventh, eleventh and twelfth— all 
returned over 70?° of their vote against the franchise, 
while only the third and tenth wards returned majori
ties for it. The referendum witnessed a remarkable 
turnout among hilltop residents who were usually apa
thetic voters. In the four above mentioned wards,
62.7? of the voters who had previously voted in the
1912 city commission elections, cast ballots in this

37special election. This increased turnout was largely 
due to the efforts of the mechanists who worked pri
marily on the hilltop to get out the vote.

In 1914 the Gas Company voluntarily instituted
SI.00 gas rates in order to remove pressures by re
formers on the city to purchase the gas works. "Dollar 
gas," which had been sought since 1905, was obtained 
without granting a major franchise extension to the Gas 
Company. The franchise would not have benefited the 
city, and the mechanists were instrumental in directing 
public sentiment against it and in rallying the voters 
to defeat the referendum. Additionally, this defeat had 
another important result. When the company's franchise 
expired in 1918, the city was able to begin action to

-^World-Herald. August 13, 1913, p. 1; Canvass 
of the Vote at a opecial Election, August 19, 1913» 
Douglas County Election Commissioner's Office.
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acquire the gas plant, resulting in its municipaliza
tion by 1920.

The year 1915 witnessed an intensification of 
reform activity in Omaha. One of the major events upon 
which progressives focused their attention was the city 
elections. However, the 1915 city commission primary 
elections were dull by comparision with the 1912 pri
mary campaign. In an editorial which discussed the in
activity, the Bee noted that Omahans felt listless and 
confused because the up-coming question of annexation 
threatened to delay the election. It also acknowledged 
that Bahlman and all the present commissioners would be 
re-nominated, with the possible exception of J. J. 
Ryder, who in 1914 while police commissioner, experi
enced a great deal of criticism concerning the inepti
tude and corruption of the police department.-^8 This 
criticism prompted his resignation as police commis
sioner, and he switched departments with A. C . Kugel 
becoming commissioner of street cleaning and mainte
nance .

Meanwhile, the Citizen's Union, which suffered 
defeat three years previously, had disbanded as an or
ganization and did not resurrect for the up-coming

58Bee, April 3, 1915, p. 12.
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election. Social reformers such as the Ministerial 
Union, however, stated they would construct a slate of • 
good men for the commission. This action stemmed from 
the indifferent recognition given the organization's re
port dealing with the extent of vice in Omaha. Rumors
also circulated that the Real Estate Exchange and thex
Commercial Club were to establish a slate, prodded by
the politicos within each organization. This movement
failed, however, meeting with a lack of agreement within
the organizations and with hostility toward participa

tetion in electoral politics.  ̂ Overall there was little 
organized activity by progressives in the primary cam
paign as no well-organized opposition slate emerged.

As predicted by the Bee, the incumbent commis
sioners all won election to the final ballot. Of the 
seven other individuals nominated, one was a self- 
employed laborer from the first ward, while the re
mainder were businessmen and attorneys from the hilltop

40region of the city.
At a meeting held at the city hall two weeks 

following the primary, the commissioners (with J. J.

•^Bee. March 30, 1915, p. 1; ^ or Id -Her aid.
April 2, 1915, p. 1, April 5, 1915, p. 1.

^°Bee, April 4, 1915, p. 13A; Statistical data
from Bee, April 6 , 1915, p. 2.
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Ryder and Thomas McGovern absent) decided to drop 
Ryder and to list Edward Him on on their slate. Dahlman 
faced a heavy barrage of criticism from his supporters 
for dropping Ryder. He felt, however, that Ryder was a 
drawback to the slate and threatened to withdraw if good 
men were not elected to support hi m . ^  As a final 
measure the Dahlmanites adopted the name of their 1912 
opposition, the "Square Seven."

Dahlman quickly set the tone for the elections, 
declaring there were two central issues: the first was 
annexation— a relatively non-controversial point sup
ported by all the candidates; and the second, a matter 
of his own choosing and closer to his interests, was the 
prohibition question. A wet, he promised to "fight to 
the death" against all sumptuary legislation and feltX
the outcome of prohibition on the state level would de
pend entirely on the display of Omaha's attitudes.^ 
Dahlman's earnestness in fighting against prohibition 
was reinforced by mandatory contributions of $10.00
from every saloon in the city to raise campaign funds

4.3for his election. Dahlman also pointed out that five

^ World-Herald. April 20, 1915, p. 3, April 26, 
1915, p. 7.

^ I b i d . , April 7, 1915, p. 1.
^ Daily hews, May 1, 1915, p. 1.
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Omaha attorneys had recently gone to Lincoln to draw up
an initiative petition for prohibition and he defied his
opponents, whom he intimated were behind the move, to
deny that the prohibition question was not an issue in
this campaign. Without resorting to a platform, the
Square Seven's slogan, "Let well enough alone," seemed
to typify the slate's approach to other issues in the

44campaign.
Meanwhile, a progressive, anti-Dahlman slate was 

constructed. Not including Ryder, it consisted of the 
remaining six individuals and became known appropriately 
as the "Big Six." It included John Drexel, a shoemaker; 
Harry Ilackett, a real estate agent; Walter Jar dine, man
ager of an express company and one of the original found
ers of the Commercial Club; Albert Lamoreaux, a con
tractor; James Metcalfe, secretary of the Retailer's As
sociation; and the perennial candidate, Harry Zimman. 
Pledging to go into office as free men unencumbered by 
ties to any special interest, they promised no radical 
reform, but efficient, progressive and clean administra
tion. According to their platform, the city departments 
were to be reorganized for greater efficiency, the 
Sunday and 8 p. m. saloon closing laws strictly enforced,

^ World-Herald. May 1, 1915, p. 5; Excelsior.
May 1, 1915, p. 16.



the street-lighting system improved, another charter 
convention called and the police department kept free 
from all outside interferences. The Big Six and its 
platform was quickly endorsed by the Economic League, 
while the League's president, G. F. Harrison, acting in 
another capacity, received the job of appointing a com
mittee to manage the anti-administration slate's cam- 

45paign. ^
The political organizers and supporters of the 

slate all tended to have characteristics belonging to 
most reformers. From a list of those attending a meet
ing to decide on the directions of the slate, 61% came 
from the hilltop wards. Of eighteen members on whom 
data could be obtained dealing with their occupations, 
all but one were business or professionally oriented,
and most were members of the Commercial Club or the Real 

— 4-6Estate Exchange. The progressive nature of the Big 
Six was further demonstrated by the appointment of ex- 
Judge A. L. Sutton as campaign chairman. Sutton, who 
recently resigned from the district court bench after 
serving eight years, was at first hesitant to take the 
position. After accepting the appointment, however, he

^ Bee. April 18, 1915, p. 7A; World-Herald.
April 21, 1915, p. 2.

^ World-Herald. April 20, 1915, p. 5.
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remarked he was pleased with the chairmanship because of 
the nature of the men who supported the movement. He 
referred to the reformers and set the tone of the cam
paign when he declared that every "man in Omaha owes it 
to the children, home owners and business interests of 
Omaha to secure clean, efficient, uncontrolled govern
ment in the city hall." Appealing to progressives and 
calling for a high voter turnout, he exclaimed:

The "Big Six" candidates have pledged themselves to 
a definite__policy that included genuine rate re
ductions /for public-service utilities/» municipal 
ownership and an end to the notorious~dives and 
bootlegging joints,,that have infested Omaha for the 
last three years. '

To the average individual, however, the "notor
ious dives and bootlegging joints" were simply saloons, 
and Dahlman promised to keep them open. Again Dahlman 
defined the campaign issues and progressives found them
selves cast as puritanical moralists desiring to change 
society to the detriment of the masses. As a result, 
the progressive reforms advocated by the Big Six were 
lost on the issue of prohibition.

The Big Six campaign experimented with modern 
campaign techniques, renting movie theaters prior to the 
main feature to show moving pictures of the Big Six 47

47
p. 1.

Daily News. April 21, 1915, p. 1, May 3, 1915,



candidates in action. As the theater was still a 
novelty, however, it had little impact on the election. 
The Square Seven had six of its members elected to of
fice, Ed Simon losing, while John Drexel of the Big Six 
was elected. Dahlman, who had been at the head of his 
ticket three years previously, finished fifth. This was 
largely due to his unpopular move of expelling Ryder 
from the slate and his obstinate behavior when defend
ing that action. As expected, the Dahlmanites easily 
captured the river wards, while the Big Six controlled 
the hilltop wards (see table 2). The Big Six did sur
prisingly well in the fourth and fifth wards, due pri
marily to the labor vote attracted by Drexel. However, 
Dahlman1s manipulation of the issues and the advantage 
enjoyed by the incumbent commissioners proved too much 
for the Big Six.

48Ibid., May 2, 1915, p. 1.
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TABLE 2
Percentage Vote by Ward for the six successful Square 

Seven and the Big Six candidates.

ward 1 2 5 4 5 6
Big
Six 28.4/= 31.8/ 19.2/ 48.9/ 51.5/ 52.2/

Square
Seven 71.6/» 68.2/ 80.8/ 51.1/ 48.5/ 47.8/

ward 7 8 9 10 11 12
Big
Six 56.4/ 40.9/ 54.8/ 29.8/ 55.7/ 57.7/

Square
Seven 43.6/ 59.1/ 45.2/ 70.2/ 44.5/ 42.3/

Source: Canvass of the Vote, Kay 6, 1915.
anote: only 12 of the 14 candidates were analyzed to

provide a balance in interpreting the vote 
gathered by each slate. J. J. Ryder, who ran 
as an independent and was not elected and 
Edward Simon, a member of the Square Seven 
slate, also not elected, were omitted from 
this survey. They finished 13th and 14th, 
respectively.

Although the politicos were stymied again, the 
mechanists continued to work to bring political reform 
to Omaha. During that same year, they were notably suc
cessful in readjusting the electric light rates charged 
to consumers. From 1904 to 1913, there was little agi
tation by reformers against the Electric Light Company.



* lti9

During this period a case brought by the city was work
ing its way through the court system, to determine whe
ther the company's perpetual franchise granted in 1884 
was valid. A decision handed down by the United States 
Court of Appeals in April, 1910, held that the Omaha 
Electric Light and Power Company ceased holding its 
franchise when it re-incorporated in 1901. However, 
the Supreme Court in 1913 overruled this decision and 
granted that the perpetual contract was valid, although 
the company could not use it to extend beyond services 
originally granted under the 1884 contract.49 The liti
gation during those years effectively removed the Elec
tric Company from the sphere of reform agitation in 
Omaha.

In 1915 a bill was submitted to the state legis
lature authorizing the city-owned waterworks to pro
duce electricity. It was favorably reported on by a 
special Exchange committee on February 3, 1915, and the 
following week was endorsed, although obtained only a 
60$ majority in an organization which normally provided 
a unanimous vote. The Commercial Club was even less 
sure of its position, when Senate File # 6 was favor
ably reported on by the municipal affairs committee,

49Paily News. April 27, 1910, p. 1, June 16, 
1913, p. 1; Bee. June 17, 1913, p. 1.
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the executive committee turned the matter over to the 
Club's board of directors. The board in turn declined 
to approve or reject the report and handed it over to 
the membership of the organization in a rare referendum 
vote. The result showed the Club split with the legis
lation's endorsement being defeated by 51.7$ of the 
vote. The disagreement among progressives in both 
organizations was due to primarily two things: first 
a conflict of values among reformers and second the 
relative insignificance of electricity as compared with 
other utilities. As the legislation stood it provided 
municipal competition to the electric monopoly. Most 
progressives agreed that public-service monopolies 
should either be municipally owned or regulated, but 
that a civic body should compete in the market place 
with a privately owned firm bordered on the fringe of 
socialism for many. Secondly, electricity still had not 
proven itself to be an important public commodity, and 
many felt the legislation either threatened a growing 
local industry or was trivial in the first place. The 
bill eventually died in the course of the legislative 
session.

^HEB, February 5, 1915, February 10, 1915; 
Journal. February 20, 1915, p. 1, March 5, 1915, p. 1.
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While the legislature failed to act to provide 
municipal competition to the electric monopoly, it did 
pass legislation authorizing the city to set rates for 
the company. This action, however, threatened to in
volve Omaha in costly and lengthy litigation. The Com
mercial Club, recognizing the inevitability of this con
flict, appointed a special electric light committee which 
would "offer the good services of this organization to 
the city commission and the Electric light company for 
the purpose of determining on some equitable basis of 
agreement . . .I,y In less than a month the special 
committee met hearing both sides of the controversy and 
less than a week later informed the city council that 
the Electric Company was willing to voluntarily reduce 
its rates to 80 per kilowatt hour. The committee, how
ever, wished to pursue its original goal and determine 
whether the company was entitled to even these reduced 
rates. To further this effort the company agreed to 
open its books to the committee and independent experts, 
while absorbing the expenses of such action. The final
report was then to be released to the Electric Company

52and to the city.

^Journal, June 26, 1915, p. 1.
52Ibid., July 17, 1915, p. 1, July 24, 1915, 

p. 2, August 7, 1915, p. 4.
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In command of the investigation, the Commercial 
Club did not neglect to solicit the aid of other reform 
organizations. In November a message was sent to the 
Real Estate Exchange asking its members to attend a gen
eral meeting to provide input into what the fair earning 
power should be for a public service corporation.
Afraid the city was going to pass a new electric street 
light contract before the rate question was settled, the 
public service committee of the Exchange was appointed 
watchdog over the council to stop such an attempt.
Though the proposed street lighting contract was filed 
in early February, 1916, it was not decided on until 
after the Commercial Club issued its report. The Ex
change aided in delaying a decision by the council until 
the report was filed, which provided the city with

53another bargaining tool to achieve a better contract. ^
On July 18, 1916, the city council formally 

agreed to accept the Commercial Club's report. Exactly 
two weeks later the rushed and incomplete report was 
turned over to the council and the Electric Company.
The committee found that the company was entitled to an 
Bio return on its investment. However, under the rate 
schedule which the company had voluntarily placed into

^REE, November 3, 1915, January 26, 1916, 
February 23, 1916.
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effect in August of the preceding year, this meant the 
company received $80,000 more in profits in a one-year 
period than were warranted. As the report was incom
plete to the extent that it did not provide guidelines 
for an equitable rate schedule, and as further help for
such a determination was needed, the committee intended

5 4to continue with its work to bring about fair rates.
Without the committee's schedule, the council

quickly devised its own rates, demanding electricity pro
vided at 6 0 per kilovzatt hour for the first 150 hours,
instead of the company's current rate of 80 for the
first 125 kilowatt hours. The ordinance was designed
to protect the smaller consumer, although a subsequent
amendment was added, providing a 500 minimum monthly
charge. The council passed the reduction and swiftly
acted to prevent possible litigation from the Electric
Company by extending the street-lighting contract for
five years for an assurance from the company that it

55would not go to court over the rates.
Over this issue the reformers split. R. Beecher 

Howell circulated a petition asking that the street-

•^Daily Hews. July 18, 1916, p. 1; Journal. 
September 23, 1916, p. 5.

^ World-Herald. September 25, 1916, p. 1.
September 26, 1916, p7 1, October 2, 1916, p. 1; Daily
News. September 26, 1916, p. 1, October 2, 1916, p. 1.
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lighting contract granted the company be affirmed by the 
people through a referendum. Signed by over 7,000 
voters, it was held valid and a special election was set 
for December 5, 1916. Howell and his supporters felt 
the proposed five-year street-lighting contract and the 
rate reduction were unrelated and that one could survive 
without the other. They also held that such a contract 
would prevent municipal ownership until the contract ex
pired. Supporters of the contract held that street
lighting would be improved while Omahans would be pro-

56vided with inexpensive electrical power. Thus the 
question dividing Omaha progressives into two factions 
was whether municipalization or lower rates were more 
important.

Endorsements were generally slow in being 
pieced together. Howell, leading those against the ex
tension of the contract, rallied labor and some neigh
borhood improvement clubs to his side. Of the latter, 
the most noteworthy organizations attracted were the 
Greater Omaha Improvement League and the United Improve
ment Clubs, an outgrowth of the older Federated Improve
ment Clubs. However, the president of the second or-

^ World-Heraldt October 17, 1916, p. 1,
November lTj 191£>, p. 1, November 20, 1916, p. 1;
Daily News. November 16, 1916, p. 1.
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ganization favored the contract and used club stationary 
to support his cause, which helped confuse the voters. 
The mayor, meanwhile, joined by Omaha saloonmen, sup
ported the contract. In an ironic coalition, the Com
mercial Club also supported extending the electric 
lighting agreement. Approving it, the Club's municipal 
affairs committee felt the present street-lighting sys
tem was outmoded, which reflected poorly on Omaha. It 
viewed the proposed contract as equitable and felt it
would place no legal obstacles in front of municipal

57ownership. Meanwhile the Real Estate Exchange had 
recently adopted a policy of non-involvement, removing 
it from the political scene. Thus the once active or
ganization ceased functioning as a mechanistic reform 
agent.

The lure of a lower rate proved to be the over
riding factor in voting, with the contract approved by 
a comfortable 55.7% of the vote. Generally, wards in 
the hilltop region felt the contract and the promise of 
lower consumer rates without a lengthy court fight was 
worthwhile, and voted in favor of the contract by an 57

57Daily hews. November 22, 1916, p. 1, November 
27, 1916, p. 1; Journal. December 2, 1916, p. 4.
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average of 56.3%» lower rates were largely the result 
of the Commercial Club's efforts, and for a short while, 
the Real Estate Exchange. Both organizations worked 
diligently to provide lower, equitable rates for con
sumers. More importantly, the work of these reformers 
began a precedent enabling the city to regulate a 
rapidly expanding public-service utility. Through the 
good offices of the Commercial Club, such a move was 
accomplished without the city resorting to lengthy and 
expensive litigation.

The mechanists were also active in finally pro
viding for annexation of surrounding suburbs by Omaha. 
Municipal progressives, who had long sought this move, 
felt county government expenses would be lowered and 
that a larger tax base for the city would be provided. 
Little did they realize that annexation would enable 
the politicos to finally gain an electoral victory in 
1918. As seen in chapter IV, attempts at consolidation 
prior to 1912 were met with hostility from the suburbs 
which had little desire to be brought into Omaha. In 
1915, however, state legislators introduced a bill de
signed to carry through the annexation movement. The 
legislation, shaped by J. P. Breen, was previewed by 58

58Douglas County, Canvass of the vote at a spe
cial election, December 5, 1916.

58
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the Commercial Club before submission to the legisla
ture. Endorsed the week following its debut in the 
Club, it was clear the organization desired to take an

K Qactive role in securing its passage and implementation. *

Commenting on the bill, the Club's Journal optimistically
praised the proposed legislation, stating:

There seems to be a general feeling among Senators 
and Representatives that those working in favor of 
the bill are actuated by the best possible motives. 
The popularity of the measure is growing and those 
most closely identified with the bill feel that the 
Legislature will recognize the economic necessity 
and the great advantage /ofJ the bill and enact it 
as a law before many days have passed. u

The legislation was passed and the bill provided that 
where a city of the first or second class, or a village, 
adjoined a city of the metropolitan class, and those 
cities or villages were mainly supplied with water from 
a common water works owned by the metropolitan city and 
were supplied with other common public services, then 
the governor was required to call for a special elec
tion on annexation. The election would be determined by 
a majority of the "combined and total vote cast" in all 
concerned municipalities. If a majority was reached,

Journal. January 9, 1915, p. 5, January 16,
1915, p. 1, January 50, 1915, p. 4, February 6, 1915,
p. 1.

^ Journal, February 27, 1915, p. 2.
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it was the duty of the governor to proclaim the consoli
dation, which would take effect ten days later.^

The governor called for an election on June 1, 
1915, dealing with the annexation of South Omaha and 
Dundee. The Commercial Club immediately announced it 
intended to play a large role in the campaign. Typically 
the organization urged its members to vote and to inter
est others in casting their ballot. A pronouncement of 
this nature and notifying the press as to its stance was 
ordinarily the extent of the Club's involvement. In an 
unusual move, however, the Club adopted party-politics 
tactics, appointing ward captains and a chain of com
mand to organize and get out the vote. A demand was
also made to have Club members allow their employees

6 Ptime off to vote in the best interests of Omaha. The 
Exchange too was involved in the effort, although not 
the same extent as the Commercial Club. Not reacting 
until a week following a mid-May, 1915, address on the 
merits of consolidation by J. P. Breen, did the Exchange 
endorse the annexation movement. At the same time it 
appointed a committee to co-operate with the Commercial

^Nebraska, Laws Passed at the Thirty-Fourth 
Legislative Session (Lincoln, Neb. : "woodruff Bank 
W t e  Co., 1915).

Journal, May 1, 1915, p. 1, May 22, 1915, p.
1, May 29, 1915, p. 1.
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Club which was heading all efforts to get out the vote 
for the election. J

Following the successful conclusion of the elec
tion, the Journal, in a fit of smugness, explained:

It is interesting to note that old school politi
cal methods were disregarded utterly in this cam
paign to get out the vote in Omaha. The campaign 
was conducted by business men along business lines 
in the face of vigorous criticism of politicians 
wedded to the methods of the early /eighteen/ . 
seventies. The results vindicated the policy.4

The weekly news magazine also claimed that consolida
tion, which had been dreamed of for twenty years, was 
the result of five months of the Club's hard work. With
in two years, the suburbs of South Omaha, Dundee, Benson 
and Florence were annexed by Omaha. This movement suc
ceeded in providing a broader base for taxation, and 
the addition of the latter three middle- and upper- 
middle-class suburbs provided important new votes which 
aided in electing the politicos to office in 1918.

The advent of United States participation in 
World War I brought a close to activity by the mechan
ists. Still, the politicos clung to the hope of finding 
electoral victory and their perserverance was rewarded 
at the 1918 city election. A large number of unrelated 65

65KBE, May 12, 1915, May 19, 1915. 
Journal. June 5, 1915, p. 1.
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factors contributed to such a victory with perhaps the 
most important being annexation. The suburbs which 
joined Omaha generally were affluent (with the excep
tion of the packing house area in South Omaha) and their 
ties were closer to the middle and upper middle class 
than with the lower classes. By this time, too, pro- 
gressivism had become acceptable to most Omahans. The 
accomplishments of progressives since 1900 had suc
ceeded in altering the scope of Omahan's vision.

As noted by Louise Rickard in her study of the 
1918-1921 period, a number of other factors contributed 
to the politico's success at the polls. In 1916, as a 
result of widespread agitation in rural Nebraska, state
wide prohibition was instituted. For a while this en
feebled the political machine since most of its support 
had been derived from this quarter. Similarly during 
1917, Tom Dennison and Johnny Lynch dissolved their 
partnership. The dissolution resulted in Lynch leaving 
the city threatened with arrest, and served to further 
fragment the machine. At the same time there existed 
widespread dissatisfaction with Bahlman, his administra
tion and the police force. A sordid murder in 1917 in 
a house of prostitution sensitized many citizens to the 
corruption evident in the police force and the hesitancy 
of the city commissioners to act. Finally, in 1918, a
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coalition was effected between the politicos and labor.
By constructing a ticket which represented both pro
gressives and labor, the politicos were able to broaden 
considerably their base of support. y

The sum of these factors contributed to the de
feat of the Dahlmanites in 1918. At the outset of the 
May, 1918, election, six of the seven incumbent com
missioners had been nominated in the primary. A. C. 
Kugel, the seventh incumbent was defeated due to the 
fact he had been commissioner of the police department 
and much of the criticism of the police force had been 
directed at him. Thomas P. Reynolds, a well-known local 
labor leader, was added to the city hall slate. Mean
while, a progressive slate, the Allied Candidates, was 
also organized, headed by Edward P. Smith, a long-time 
Democrat and influential member of the Jacksonian Club. 
Other members of the slate were Dean Ringer, Henry Wulf, 
Roy Towl, william lire and Harry Zimman.

The Allied Candidates were swept into office, re
ceiving solid support in the hilltop wards— the eighth, 
ninth, tenth, eleventh and twelfth. Because the suburbs 
of Florence and oouth Omaha had been annexed, the re- 65

65Louise Rickard, "The Politics of Reform in 
Omaha, 1918-1921," Nebraska History 53 (Winter 1972), 
pp. 421-423.



formers also captured the first and sixth wards, both of 
which represented the more affluent sections of each an
nexed town. The city hall slate, meanwhile, was able to 
win in the third, fourth and fifth wards, although aver
aging only 55-2% of the vote. This small vote margin 
garnered by the city hall slate demonstrated the ma
chine’s weakened position. They received their largest 
percentage in the seventh ward, which encompassed the 
stockyard and packing house region of South Omaha.^

Regardless of this success at the polls, the new 
administration's term in office was a failure. Between 
1918 and 1921, the progressives who gained control of 
local government, were unable to implement any substan
tive reforms. They remained incapable of reorganizing 
the police department, failed to implement any notice
able efficiency or economy into city government and 
failed to add to the myriad of structural changes which 
had previously been accomplished. Instead, the admin
istration became noted for a riot in 1919 which resulted 
in the lynching of a black, the burning of the court 
house and the attempted hanging and subsequent nervous 66

66 World-Herald. May 8, 1918, p. 2.
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breadkown of Mayor Smith. Their program of reform in
creasingly turned toward implementing puritanical moral 
reforms. This, coupled with the inability of the ad
ministration to check crime, led to their defeat in 
1921.* 68

Obviously the politico victory in 1918 was not a 
fitting conclusion to Omaha's progressive era even 
though the politicos since 1900 had pushed to win con
trol of local government. They hinged their program of 
reform on winning and occupying the seats of government, 
although they were continually defeated because of their 
middle and upper middle-class socio-economic status, 
their desire for change, their moralism and the threat 
they represented to the political machine.

The politicos were generally inhabitants of a 
few select residential areas in the city and as evi
denced by each election through the progressive era, 
they received their support from such affluent regions 
in the city. Their position in Omaha's upper social and 
economic spheres was such that it served to alienate them 
from Omaha's masses. Although these politicos often had

zf f?
'For a survey of events surrounding the 1919 

riot, see Arthur V. Age, "The Omaha Riot of 1919" 
(Master's Thesis, The Creighton University, 1964).

68Rickard, p. 443.
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the masses best interests at heart, they were viewed as 
holding attitudes of misdirected paternalism. Aloof 
from the lower classes, the politicos could not rid 
themselves of this image. James Dahlman, especially dur
ing the 1906 election, was able to exploit this theme.
His campaign, replete with beer drinking picnics and 
ball games, was antithetical to the haughtiness of the 
austere Benson campaign. Throughout this era, this 
class separation significantly contributed to politico 
failures.

While the politicos could not obtain the support 
of the lower classes, these progressives similarly en
countered difficulty in winning over members of their 
own class. While they constantly garnered majorities in 
the hilltop wards, they were unable to gain overwhelming 
victories such as the machine delivered in the river 
wards. The conservatism of many hilltop residents and 
some continued affiliation with the Democratic party led 
to smaller majorities for the Republican reformers.

Another recurring theme revolved around moral 
issues. During the course of many elections the politi
co socio-economic-political reform program was cast 
aside as the issues of alcohol, gambling and prostitu
tion became pre-eminent. The politico's opposition, 
especially Dahlman, was able to manipulate the campaign



issues so skillfully that the politicos were cast as 
puritanical moralists whose sole wish was to scourge 
vice from the city. This failed to appeal to the lower 
classes and directly threatened the machine as the 
former regarded the saloons, gaming halls and houses of 
prostitution as recreational facilities, while the lat
ter derived a rather substantial income from those 
establishments. Although the politicos regarded the 
vice-related issue as important, they viewed it as only 
one plank in their platform. To rid the city of vice 
was a necessary first step to eliminate governmental 
corruption and make possible the honest, efficient gov
ernment desired by all progressives. Overall the issue 
worked to the detriment of the politicos: first, the 
machine used it to prevent their electoral success dur
ing the entire pre-war period, and second, even after 
they defended the weakened machine in 1918, their ad
ministration ended in failure because they expended 
their energy in a futile moral crusade. Thus their ad
ministration produced little in the way of substantive 
reform, partly because of the moralism and partly because 
most of the important changes had already been initiated. 
The major contribution of the politicos, then, was not 
in their final electoral victory but in the support they 
gave the mechanists between elections, luring the

205
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campaigns they contributed mass propaganda which sensi
tized Omahans to the issues and then they worked with 
the mechanists in the commercial and civic bodies to 
which they also belonged to push for structural reforms. 
In this fashion, most of the important progressive re
forms were accomplished in Omaha prior to 1918.

The mechanistic reformers who did not seek of
fice enjoyed a greater degree of success in their en
deavors during the 1900-1917 era. Although impeded by 
a narrow ideological orientation, they were still re
sponsible for implementing significant political reforms. 
It was this group of businessmen progressives which set 
much of the tone of the progressive era and paved the 
way for the 1918 politico victory.

The many successes enjoyed by the mechanists 
stemmed from the well-organized activity of the civic 
and commercial bodies they directed and from the apathy 
shown by the machine toward these businessmen reformers. 
The mechanists posed far less of a threat to the machine 
than the politicos as they had no desire to take the 
seats of government for themselves. Instead, they 
sought to bring honest and efficient structures to the 
city which would allow skilled, trained administrators 
to run the city's affairs. The mechanists also worked 
through structures removed from the machine's immediate
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influence ; through state courts and the state legisla
ture rather than city judges and the city council. As 
many of the reforms advocated by these businessmen pro
gressives -were peripheral to the machine's interest or 
were supported by it, the mechanists rarely posed a 
serious threat to Dennison and his organization. The 
reformers were united; provided with influential and 
stable organizations, their progressive ideology was 
quickly disseminated and actions were easily taken to 
support or oppose a position. Thus, these progressive 
businessmen were well-equipped to bring about their po
litical reforms.

The scope of these mechanistic reforms, however, 
was quite narrow. Noticeably absent from the program 
were social reforms such as settlement houses, housing 
codes or health care, and industrial and labor reforms. 
Instead the mechanists concentrated almost exclusively 
on bringing honesty and efficiency to government in a 
detached, Darwinian manner. Unwilling to involve their 
organizations in working for the election to office of 
individuals with similar inclinations, the mechanists 
were content to work through the courts, the state 
legislature and referendums to achieve their ends. The 
home-rule movement typified their dogmatic approach to 
progressive reform. Although they pursued a well-
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defined goal, in 1913 the mechanists refused to directly 
enter the political process to elect a majority of 
their members to a committee writing a new city charter. 
This led to a document they could not support as it 
lacked many of the features essential to sin adequate 
home-rule charter.

Still the importance of these reformers cannot 
be entirely depreciated. The mechanistic businessmen 
reformers did succeed in sponsoring important changes. 
They were frightened by the influence of the public- 
service corporations in local government and the in
numerable benefits they accrued through this influence. 
To progressives, these monopolistic corporations had to 
be restrained from corrupting city government and they 
had to be regulated so that they would not abuse their 
position, especially by over-charging consumers. The 
persistance of the mechanists resulted in the lowering 
of gas and electric rates, the regulation of all public- 
service utilities and the municipalization of the water 
and gas plants.

The mechanists were also concerned with ineffi
ciency and dishonesty in local government. To enable 
citizens a greater voice in the city, to make leaders 
responsible to the electors and to provide a more effi
cient system of government, the mechanists enjoyed their
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most visible and major structural change with the imple
mentation of the commission form of government. Spon
sored and supported by businessmen progressives, this 
reform was designed to solve many of the problems be- 
seiging Omaha's government. Although the commission 
plan was effected after sustained campaigning by the 
mechanists, it did not result immediately in a new re
form administration. On the other hand, one of the most 
obvious means of corrupting government was by fraudulent
ly electing individuals to office. This prompted a 
hearty response by mechanists who sought to aid a newly 
appointed county election commissioner implement changes 
in the city's balloting laws to insure honest elections. 
Their participation guaranteed the commissioner's suc
cess, which provided Omaha with a semblance of honest 
elections.

The final victory of the mechanists revolved 
around the issue of annexation. This question had been 
pursued for more than twenty years until brought to 
fruition in 1915. Intended to widen Omaha's tax base 
and to provide more efficient city-county government, 
annexation also provided for the 1918 politico victory.

This success, however, was limited. Due to 
their unwillingness to become involved in partisan 
politics, and concentrating on structurally reforming
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government, they only partially relieved the corruption 
and inefficiency which they sought to eradicate. How
ever, they did contribute importantly to the progressive 
era. They were able to implement a program of reform, 
narrow as it was, which succeeded in rebuilding some of 
the political structures of the city and brought regula
tion to some of the most abusive institutions. Although 
the politico administration of 1918-1921 has received 
most of the attention due to the visibility of re
formers in office, the progressive era in Omaha was more 
aptly characterized by the mechanistic accomplishments 
during the 1900-1917 period.



Appendix 1

In order to provide some empirical basis for the 
generalizations made concerning concentric residential 
patterns in the city, three variables were chosen from 
the United States census data available in 1910 and 
1920. As the 1900 census data is incomplete, results 
were unobtainable for that year. The three socio
economic variables chosen were for literacy, degree of 
education and the number of families per dwelling. It 
was expected that higher literacy rates among males of 
voting age would be found in the more affluent wards. 
Similarly wards with a high percentage of school-aged 
children attending educational institutions was assumed 
to indicate the advantageous socio-economic status of 
the ward. The remaining indicator, that dealing with 
the number of families residing in a single dwelling, 
was also employed. Middle and upper middle-class wards 
were expected to have lower averages of families per 
dwelling. The wards which demonstrated the highest as
sociation with these three variables were assumed to be 
middle and upper middle-class residential areas of the 
city, while those wards showing the lowest tendency

2 1 1
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toward the indicators were taken to be lower-class re
gions of the city.

Ordinal values were assigned to each of the 
three variables and a status ranking was then derived 
for the wards when the resultant figures were placed on 
a rank order scale (see Chapter 1, Table 1). Since 
these figures cannot be treated as ratio data, however, 
one should be cautioned against reading too much into 
the results. The ranks obtained are merely a matter of 
convenience to provide some distinction between residen
tial areas of the city.
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