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REGIONAL GREATS

• Does where you are born and raised have an impact? 

• If you think it does have an impact… is it a positive one?

• Has regionalism declined? If so, does where you are born still 
matter today?

• At the end of the session, can you point out a place where you 
see the regional roots showing through?



WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

In 1955, 160 historians named 65 
Senators as top five contenders – but 
they picked George Norris when asked 
to name the top Senator of all time. 
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WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

A biography/history of Norris’s political 
career ran to 3 volumes. 

According to the Senate archives, he is 
the only Senator who never became 
President to achieve that. 



TONIGHT’S QUESTIONS

Things to Consider: 

1 – How did Norris go from son of a subsistence farmer to one 
of the top five Senators of all time?

2 – If he is indeed one of the top five Senators of all time – why 
doesn’t anyone know it?

3 – Are any of the things Norris worked for still in existence?
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WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

What  do you know about 
George Norris? 



WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

Breaking the Speaker’s 
stranglehold of the House;

FDR’s statement on Norris



WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

Breaking the Speaker’s 
stranglehold of the House;

20th Amendment to the U.S.;

FDR’s statement on Norris



WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

Breaking the Speaker’s 
stranglehold of the House;

20th Amendment to the U.S.;

1932 Norris-La Guardia Act; 

FDR’s statement on Norris



WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

Breaking the Speaker’s 
stranglehold of the House;

20th Amendment to the U.S.;

1932 Norris-La Guardia Act; 
The Unicameral Campaign; 

FDR’s statement on Norris



WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

Breaking the Speaker’s 
stranglehold of the House;

20th Amendment to the U.S.;

1932 Norris-La Guardia Act; 
The Unicameral Campaign; 
The Norris Rayburn Rural 
Electrification Act; 

FDR’s statement on Norris



WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

Breaking the Speaker’s 
stranglehold of the House;

20th Amendment to the U.S.;

1932 Norris-La Guardia Act; 
The Unicameral Campaign; 
The Norris Rayburn Rural 
Electrification Act; 
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WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

Norris was a member of the House of 
Representatives from 1902 to 1912, and 
in the Senate from 1913 to 1943. 

In the House, he would mastermind the 
derailment of the Speaker’s powers – a 
Speaker from his beloved party.

In the Senate, he would filibuster Wilson, 
vote against WWI, and stand against 
Hoover. 



WHO WAS GEORGE NORRIS?

What  do you know about Norris? 

Born in Ohio– July 11,1861
Father died when George was four; only brother died 
of infection from a minor wound in the Civil War.

Worked his way through Indiana Normal School as 
farm hand, alternating terms so he could earn tuition 
and board.
Graduated College in 1883.



EARLY YEARS

• Hunted, fished, worked 
the farm, but relished 
school as well. 

• Excelled at school, 
especially in debate. 



EARLY YEARS

Norris grew up with little money – his mother 
had the farm, he and his siblings worked it, 
and mom spun clothes. 

While Norris felt fine about farming, his 
mother pushed all the kids to get an 
education, and they did. 

Without money, Norris taught public 
schools, and worked for room and board to 
earn his tuition. 



EARLY YEARS

“I got my diploma from that institution, 
which not only represented study, but 
also corn husking, timber-clearing, 
wood-splitting and self denial.”

He had started college at 16, the same 
year he had started teaching at public 
schools. He continued, and received a 
law degree as well in 1883.



TIMELINE

1883 1910 1944



WHERE TO RELOCATE?

Norris, after graduation, was 
looking for a new place to start 
his life.  His mother was also 
looking for a change in location.

George thought Washington 
Territory, but the people were 
harsh. He taught one term.



NORRIS IN WASHINGTON 
TERRITORY

• “Schoolmarm, you’ll 
drink.”

• Pushed by a local bully in 
a bar in Washington, he 
stood his ground. 

• He decided this was not 
the place for his mother, 
sisters, or future wife.



NORRIS AND NEBRASKA
• Norris returned to Ohio to teach, 

living with a sister, working his 
mother’s farm, and saving money.

• He used the money to start a law 
practice between Tecumseh and 
Beatrice, Nebraska – which failed.



BEAVER VALLEYBeaver Valley had been 
recommended to him –
but it had no railroad.  

Traveling there, he took 
the train to Arapahoe, 
then a wagon. When he 
reached town Saturday 
evening, “I saw a field 
with corn higher than any I 
had ever seen.”



BEAVER VALLEY
“A human flood was 
pouring in. The air was 
pure, and the soil as fertile 
as the Nile Valley.”

His only doubts – why not 
farming, instead of law?

But he decided on 
opening a law practice, 
and would become a 
fixture in the region.



ATTORNEY, JUDGE AND FATHER

His practice would flourish, and his 
name respected as a hard worker that 
kept his word. 

“Though my fees were small, I worked 
as hard as if millions were involved.” 



REPUBLICAN

Norris recognized the true value of 
farms and farming, and knew the work 
and labor required. 
Despite the rise of Populism, he stayed 
a Republican.

He would become Judge – at a time 
when judges were elected. One 
contest – he won by 2 votes. Just 2.



JUSTICE
As a judge, he dispensed Justice as he understood it -

“You cannot understand if you do not know the hardships 
of the cycle of farm production.” 

Judge Norris found a legal way to postpone some 
farmers losing their lands when the issue was one of 
weather and hardship.



HIS LOVES
He relocated to McCook as 
a Judge, but had to ride 
the circuit. His first child had 
been stillborn, but the three 
daughters would survive. 

Sadly, his wife Pulma died 
in childbirth with the third 
girl. 



NEW YORK
His election to the House was 
over his protests.  But as a 
GOP man in 1902, he was 
picked. 

But the contest was heated, 
and when they claimed “A 
lawyer could not represent 
farmers’ interests in 
Washington, his anger got the 
better of him: 



1ST ELECTION
‘My opponent claims to 
be a farmer because 
he owns a farm. 

I challenge him to a 
cornhusking contest. If I 
lose, I will gladly resign 
from the race.’



IN WASHINGTON, DC
His opponent declined, and 
Norris won. 

But he was not proud of the 
way he won. 

Things got worse when he 
reached Washington. 



IN WASHINGTON
This was not the 
Washington of today. 
“When I reached 
Washington, Potomac Park 
was  still a swamp. There 
were no Senate or House 
Office Buildings. Union 
Station had not been 
constructed.” No cherry 
trees, no Lincoln Memorial.



THE HOUSE
The 
House in 
session, 
Speaker 
‘Uncle 
Joe’ 
Cannon 
in 
charge.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is in the post-Civil War era, where again, race is the issue, that the politics becomes the dirty word it is today, as it breaks in the face of corporations awash with money. Lobbying is a polite word for it.  



THE FIRST STEP
This could be “Mr. Deeds Goes to 
Washington.”

Almost immediately, Norris 
learns Republicans practice the 
things that he thought only 
Democrats would do!



THE FIRST STEP
He also learns Speaker of the 
House Joe Cannon completely 
rules the Chamber, substituting 
his will for the will of the 
Representative.

This chafes Norris immediately, 
as he watches pork barrel 
spending advance 
unchallenged.

Speaker Joe Cannon





THE FIRST STEP
Norris, who never liked the 
Progressives, by 1908 is exiled by 
the GOP because he does not 
tow the party line. 

His committee assignments are 
derailed. His legislation goes 
unheeded.  He breaks with the 
Railroads, following Roosevelt.
His re-election is difficult. But he 
persists. 



THE FIRST STEP
But the clearly anti-democratic 
methods of the House, with graft 
at its base, frustrates him. 

He fought the 1909 Tariff as 
clearly a method to take money 
from common people and put it 
in the pockets of the wealthy oil 
companies. 



THE FIRST STEP

It takes time, but Norris, who 
mastered parliamentary 
procedure and Roberts’ Rules of 
Order as a child makes friends, 
and makes plans. 



THE FIRST STEP

On March 17, 1910, as Cannon 
rules the session out of order to 
bring forward a census bill, Norris 
strikes.



THE HOUSE
As the House 
is ‘Out of 
Order’ Norris 
introduces a 
bill to strip 
Cannon of 
his Rules 
committee 
chair! 
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THE FIRST STEP
While Cannon’s supporters try to 
rally, Cannon prolongs the battle 
hoping to bring back enough 
votes on the eve of St. Patrick’s 
day. 

Norris was prepared, and the 
Progresses and Democrats back 
his play – though they demand 
changes, too.



THE FIRST STEP
By March 17, there is no choice 
for Cannon. He rejects the item, 
and Norris, by right, immediately 
appeals to the full House. 

With the Dems and Progressives 
behind him, they override 
Cannon, and the Norris 
Amendment passes! Cannon is 
stripped of the Rules committee, 
and appointment rights!



THE SENATE
By 1912, Norris is ‘kicked upstairs’ 
to the Senate. 

He will equally integrate himself 
there as well! 
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THE SENATE
“I’d rather be right than regular.”

Norris continues to fight within his 
party, and while introducing 
legislation, he refuses to ‘go 
along to get along.’



THE SENATE
Norris leads an small insurrection 
of 5 others to prevent the arming 
of Merchant Ships. 

It is a difficult battle, but they win.



THE SENATE
He stops Pres. Wilson’s effort to 
arm merchant ships, using a 
filibuster with Bob La Follette –
and national newspapers vilify 
him. 



THE SENATE
Against ALL advice, he heads 
home to Nebraska to explain his 
reasons. 

Others feared for his safety, but 
he was determined to explain. 

He rents a hall, and it is filled with 
angry people. 



THE SENATEThe hall was filled beyond 
capacity. No one would agree 
to introduce him. Party members 
remembered other obligations. 

“When I entered the rear of the 
auditorium and stepped out on 
the stage, there was a death-like 
silence. There was not a single 
hand clap.”

“I had not expected applause. I 
was delighted I was not hissed.”



THE SENATE
He says simply, "I have come 
home to tell you the truth."

Nebraskans hear him out – and 
agree with him. 

It gives him the power to later 
oppose Wilson’s request to enter 
the war, which Norris had 
predicted was Wilson’s eventual 
aim. 



THE SENATE
Once war is declared, however, 
he supports it completely, 
authorizing expenditures of 
money and materials to make it 
happen. 

One such effort is the creation of 
a series of dams in Tennessee to 
create electricity to make 
Nitrogen for explosives.



THE SENATEHe also provides legislative leadership 
to:
• Keep the US out of the League of 

Nations
• Create the 20th amendment, 
• Outlaw ‘yellow dog contracts’ and use 

of injunctions to break strikes.
• And he promotes the one house non-

partisan system for states

Presenter
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THE SENATE
Following the war, he returns to the dam 
project - proposes expanding this 
project, keeping it under government 
control, and using it to bring electricity 
to rural areas, which private companies 
say is too costly to bring service. 

He gets Congress to pass this – twice. 
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THE SENATE
It is vetoed twice, 
by Coolidge, 
and by Hoover. 
But he continues to push.  
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THE SENATE
No surprise that Hoover would oppose it. 

Norris was well aware of how bad 
conditions were for farmers in 1928 and 
Hoover’s blindness toward their troubles 
led Norris to break with his party and 
support his personal opposite, Al Smith, 
the Democrat. 
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THE SENATE
Yes – that’s right: 

In 1928, Norris, a Republican, a 
Midwesterner,  a Protestant, and a 
“DRY” gave his support to Al Smith, a 
Democrat, an Easterner, a Catholic AND 
a “WET.”

It was the “WET” part that got him in 
trouble.
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THE SENATE
This act ostracized him from his party, 
but when he was proven right with the 
advent of the Depression, he continued 
to spar with Hoover. 

Norris would be re-elected in 1930, but 
again, he would oppose his party and 
back FDR in 1932. 
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THE SENATE
FDR, elected in a 
landslide, embraced 
Norris, and would pass 
the TVA as part of the 
New Deal in 1933. 



THE SENATE

In 1936 Norris 
proposes and 
passes the Rural 
Electrification Act –
which leads to 
electricity reaching 
rural areas which 
are “80% of the US 
land mass.” 



THE SENATE
In 1936, he decides to retire – but fate 
says “No.”

Independents get a petition and place 
his name on the ballot. 

FDR asks the Democrats to ignore their 
candidate and vote for Norris!

He wins handily.



THE SENATE
He does a little of the TVA in Nebraska, 
in central Nebraska. 

He investigates poll taxes and the 
corruption of voting rights in the South, 
fighting with his Democratic ‘friends.’ 

And Nebraska begins the one house 
Unicameral.



THE SENATE
In 1937, Lend Lease is an issue.

He is studies the issue hard, 
and recognizing the 
differences between 1917 and 
1937, he endorses and votes 
for Lend Lease, which he 
believes shortens the later war 
significantly. 



THE SENATE
But as the next election 
approaches, his party 
affiliation gone, the 
Republicans keep him off 
the ticket, and he loses in 
three way race to an early 
anti – New Dealer, soon to 
be anti-communist –
Kenneth Wherry.



THE SENATENorris does something 
strange – after 40 
years in Washington, 

He returns to his home 
in McCook, Nebraska
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THE SENATE“Happy to look out his 
window, surrounded 
by my books, and my 
memories, because it 
is my home.” 



THE SENATE“Happy to look out his 
window, surrounded 
by my books, and my 
memories, because it 
is my home.” 
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THE SENATE
Norris easily holds the record as 
the most effective Nebraska 
legislator ever.

In 1955 he is chosen unanimously 
to be one of the 6 most effective 
Senators ever – but Styles Bridges 
who served with him, vetoes' him.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Norris’ interest in public power was too much for the 1950s in the grip of McCarthyism.  



THE SENATE
Would Norris care?

“It happens very often that one 
tries to do something & fails. He 
feels discouraged, & yet he may 
discover years afterward that the 
very effort he made was the reason 
somebody else took it up & 
succeeded.”

Norris looking at TVA and Norris 
Dam.



HIS LEGACY
In 1961, historians honored him 
anyway: 

“No one seemed to define the 
embodiment of the liberal 
tradition in its purest sense, 
from the days of Jefferson.” –
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.



HIS LEGACY
Though smeared in the coming 
McCarthy era, Norris understood 
things they did not:  

“Communism does not breed where 
people are happy and satisfied. 
Communism is born where labor is 
denied its just reward…. The danger 
of dictatorship arises when common 
people are unable to obtain justice 
under laws at the hands of those who 
control the property.” 



HIS LEGACY
Though largely forgotten, his 
legacy stands intact: 

• Rural Electrification changed 
the country. 

• The TVA still stands. 
• Nebraska is still 100% public 

electricity, and offers one of 
the lowest rates in the country. 

• The state is the only single 
house legislature. Norris looking at TVA and Norris 

Dam.



HIS LEGACY
Franklin Roosevelt, at the TVA signing, 
said, 

“Senator Norris, I go along with you 
because it is my honest belief you follow 
in their footsteps: radical like Jefferson, 
demagogue like Jackson, idealist like 
Lincoln, wild like Theodore Roosevelt, 
theorist like Wilson. You dare to be all of 
these.” 



HIS LEGACY
As a teenager, Norris helped his 
mother labor to plant a tree. 

“Why do you labor? We have 
more fruit now than we can use. 
You will be dead long before 
this tree comes to bearing.”

“I may never see this tree in 
bearing, but somebody will.” 



HIS LEGACY
As a teenager, Norris helped his 
mother labor to plant a tree. 

“Why do you labor? We have 
more fruit now than we can use. 
You will be dead long before 
this tree comes to bearing.”

“I may never see this tree in 
bearing, but somebody will.” 



GEORGE NORRIS

Did you learn something about George Norris?

1 – How did Norris go from son of a subsistence farmer to one of the top 
five Senators of all time?

2 – If he is indeed one of the top five Senators of all time – why doesn’t 
anyone know it?

3 – Are any of the things Norris worked for still in existence? (If you are in 
a rural area, do you have lights?) 
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REGIONAL GREATS

• Does where you are born and raised have an impact? 

• If you think it does have an impact… is it a positive one?

• Has regionalism declined? If so, does where you are born still 
matter today?

• At the end of the session, can you point out a place where you 
see the regional roots showing through?



YOUR THOUGHTS?

Do you know more about George Norris than you did when you started?

Do you know more about the causes and the relationship to events in 
the years between the American Civil War and World War I?

Can you name something that stood out to you in this class?

Feel free to email me your answers! russgifford@russgifford.net

mailto:rgifford@russgifford.net?subject=WJBryan%20Class%20Feedback


FOR FURTHER READING

George Norris is an example of a selfless public servant.
Reading of his experiences also informs you of a vital 
but overlooked time in American history as the House 

of Representatives falls from its place as the primary 
legislative body. 

A great book on Norris is his autobiography.
Fighting Liberal, by George Norris (1945) 
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