Chapter 26

Primary Victory
Wrm

the perplexing questions of Republican presidential candidates

and convention delegates clarified by the end of February, Norris
could now pay more attention to the senatorial primary campaign.
Remaining in Washington, he watched unfolding events with great
interest because of the embittered feelings aroused by the La FolletteRoosevelt controversy.
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While he admired La Follette, Norris was grieved at the course
he was pursuing. Norris believed that the principal object was to
a progressive Republican
prevent the renomination of Taft by placing
at the head of the ticket, and he had no further intention of sup
the most available or the most
porting a person who was no longer
that he was battling for a principle,
Convinced
candidate.
popular
Norris wanted to do everything possible to insure its triumph without
6
destroying a candidate's chances by factional strife.

Meanwhile, Norris* campaign was proceeding satisfactorily. There
was strong Norris sentiment throughout the state, though McCarl was
worried that the newspapers were not paying him sufficient attention.
The difficulty, of course, was that extensive interest in the presidential
controversy overshadowed the senatorial race. McCarl suggested
that Norris improve his newspaper coverage by returning to Ne
braska for five or six days before the primary election on April 19. By
campaigning in Nebraska, he would compel the newspapers to present
his record. By appearing in Omaha, preferably with Roosevelt, Norris
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difficult and as
yet untackled problem of appealing
most populous community in the state. His candidacy

would be well publicized shortly before the voters made their
decision in the primary election. 7
Despite McCaiTs pleading, Norris thought it unwise to return to

thus

Nebraska, where he would be in the middle of the La Follette-Roosevelt controversy, and
thought he could better serve his cause by re
in
maining
Washington. At this time North Dakota voters went to the
polls in the first primary election of the campaign. Out of 49,264 votes
cast in the Republican
La Follette received 28,620, Roosevelt

primary,

and Taft, 1,543. The results created a sensation in Nebraska.
Harrison was beseiged by well-wishers assuring him that if La Follette
spoke in Nebraska the Roosevelt boom would be "busted." Many ob
servers now believed that La Follette had a
good chance of winning
the Nebraska primary election. 8
By the end of March the bitterness that Norris feared became evi
dent in the Nebraska campaign. W. L. Houser, La Follette's campaign
manager, delivered a vitriolic speech against Roosevelt. Houser at
tacked Governor Aldrich in an attempt to force him to request Roose
velt's withdrawal in Nebraska. Norris feared that the La Follette men,
who seemed desperate and more anxious to fight Roosevelt than Taft,
might attack him. To Norris, some of La Follette's supporters now
seemed "insanely mad" and determined to undermine the progressive
19,101,

cause. 9

In the Wisconsin primary on April 2, the La Follette ticket carried
by almost three to one over Taft. With no Roosevelt slate in
the field, the former president received only 628 votes. Fresh from this
the state

Follette made plans for a vigorous campaign in Nebraska,
an evening rally in Lincoln on April 5. McCarl wanted
with
starting
Norris to announce that he would return to Nebraska to help elect
that his views
progressive Republican delegates. But Norris, convinced
on this matter were correct, and convinced that his nomination was
this suggestion, but remained in Wash
fairly sure, did not respond to
victory,
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ington continuing his campaign through correspondence.
Norris believed his nomination to be assured because he thought
the great majority of Republicans to be either for Roosevelt or La Fol
lette. He was convinced that the support for Taft and Brown came

from the "old wheel-horses of the
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prominent

men

in

many

A

situation in many
communities.
stranger observing the political
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reveal deep and bitter resentment toward the Taft administration. In
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Follette conducted an arduous four-day

To

campaign in the

state

the relief of Norris and other worried ob

beginning on April
servers, he did not stoop to personalities but discussed issues. Indeed,
he endorsed Norris in all of his speeches except that in Omaha, where
he erroneously supported Brown until he was told of his mistake. La
5.

Follette canvassed the state with six other speakers, including his
launched a personal attack on Roosevelt. 12
daughter, Fola. No one

As reports of La

Follette's tour

reached Norris, his anxiety about

bitter factionalism in the progressive camp eased considerably. La
Follette was well received in Nebraska. Traveling by automobile over

dusty country roads, he spoke in the open air and had to contend
with wind and dust. But he spoke well and, though somewhat hoarse,
made a good impression. In Sutton, in the Fifth Congressional District,

he gave Norris a strong recommendation, whereupon the audience
cheered and threw hats in the air. If similar sentiment existed through
out the state, a friend assured him, "y ou would go in a whooping/' 13

As the primary campaign moved toward

its

climax,

McCarl stepped

by taking frequent trips. While most of the reports
up
he received claimed that Norris' prospects were good even in Omaha,
he did not know whether to believe them completely. He explained
his activities

his

dilemma:
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good shape, hope so anyway.

worry about the

effects

upon

his

candidacy

of the Roosevelt-La Follette controversy. La Follette had
repeatedly
endorsed him, but Norris knew he would lose a great deal if Roosevelt
ignored him when he spoke in the state. If, on the other hand, Roose
velt also

endorsed Norris, his senatorial nomination would be assured.
to speak- on
April 17 and 18, just before the

With Roosevelt scheduled
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primary, tension mounted. The day before the former president was to
appear, Norris received an urgent telegram from Aldrich requesting
him to issue a statement calling upon La Follette men to

support
Roosevelt in order to prevent a division of the
progressive forces and
a Taft victory. Norris wired back, "Such advice should be
given by
15

League not by me."
Governor Aldrich was concerned about a

state Progressive
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to
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the time." Norris
"first,
Republicans
flat denial and so informed R. B. Howell, who was
traveling
with Roosevelt. Whether Roosevelt learned of this denial is not known,
but the former president did not endorse Norris when he spoke in
Nebraska. 16

issued a

Norris did not expect Roosevelt to speak in his behalf. He did not
it
right to ask him to take any part in local elections. If Roose

think

he would be more than pleased, but under
no circumstances would he request such support. Norris would not

velt chose to endorse him,

publicly endorse either of the progressive presidential candidates for
fear of losing some of his own supporters. He believed that a vote for

La

Follette in Nebraska might
thought that most progressives

be construed as half a vote
would vote for Roosevelt. 17

for Taft,

but

Friday, April 19, saw 133,603 voters go to the polls in Nebraska to

The total number of males of voting age in
The percentage of those voting at this primary was

cast their primary ballots.

1912 was 364,132.

which compared with 28.38 per cent at the first primary in 1907.
Though the returns came in slowly, it was soon evident that Roose
velt would win by an overwhelming majority. He received 46,795
votes to 16,786 for La Follette and 13,341 for Taft. Thus all sixteen of
the state's Republican delegates would support his candidacy at the
Chicago convention. Norris' majority was not as impressive as the
former president's. He defeated Brown by more than five thousand
votes, 38,893 to 33,156, while Aldrich and Howell, progressive Repub
licans, defeated their more conservative opponents for governor and
national committeeman by more substantial majorities. In the Demo
36.69

cratic

Norris'
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the Nebraska delegation, while

Governor Shallenberger,
congressional opponent, former
18
senatorial
to be his opponent in the
campaign.

was designated

in upon McCarl in McCook
Messages of congratulation poured
and Norris in Washington. Norris was delighted to learn that he had
a substantial lead long before returns from distant western

acquired
counties,

which he was almost

certain to carry,

began

to arrive at
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party headquarters in Lincoln. He carried Douglas County, in which
Omaha is located, by a small majority, though it had been predicted
that

Brown would carry it by a 2-to-l

19

majority.

While others were happy or sad depending on the fate of their
McCarl and Norris had little time for emotion.
McCarl immediately started preparations for the coming campaign,
while Norris was still involved with congressional duties. But he too
was looking ahead, particularly to the Republican convention in Chi
cago, where he predicted a fierce fight to nominate Roosevelt. Now
that the former president had won so impressive a primary victory,
favorite candidates,

Norris openly endorsed his candidacy as representing the desire of
the overwhelming majority of Nebraska voters. 20

The La Follette supporters in Nebraska, more than any other
group, had reason for bitterness and recrimination. They had started
a movement which others would now direct and control, Frank Harri
son offered no excuses; they were overwhelmed by the Roosevelt
bandwagon. He did point out, however, that La Follette had done
very well in communities where he had spoken, and that railroad work
his candidacy. He also claimed that "Aldrich men
over the state," and that consequently the senatorial
race had been much closer than originally
anticipated. But Harrison

ers

had stood by

knifed Norris

all

observed the result was "good enough for Norris"

who had

straddled

the presidential issue. 21

Thus Norris, though his majority was the smallest among can
didates seeking state-wide
Republican nomination, successfully crossed
the first hurdle in his race for a seat in the Senate. While Senator

Brown had been

generally consistent as a progressive, his friendship
was the weak spot in his armor. At various times he
resolved doubts by standing with the
president. He had not been

for President Taft

had

it, and more often than not he had voted with the
pro
But
on the Payne-Aldrich Tariff and the Canadian Reci
gressives.
procity Agreement, issues which aroused much antipathy in Nebraska,
Brown had supported the president on the final vote.
On the other hand, Norris, as a congressman, was regarded as
one of the staunchest fighters for the
progressive cause. He was one
of the prominent victims of the administration's
attempt to ruin the
progressives politically by withdrawing patronage. He had been the
leader of the fight
against Cannon and machine rule in the House, a
firm friend of the farmer, and a
leading figure in the fight against reci
22
with
Canada.
Voters
in
Nebraska knew and understood this.
procity

slavish about

In the primary they chose Norris
despite the fact that he was per-
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sonally unknown in the larger communities of the state. Undoubtedly
the deciding factor was Brown's friendship with Taft and Norris' op

position to the administration; Nebraska Republicans in 1912 wanted
nobody suspected of friendship toward the Taft administration.

