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REGIONAL GREATS

• Does where you are from have an impact? 

• Is it a positive one?

• Does your regional heritage still matter today?

• At the end of the session, can you point out a place where you see 
Bryan’s regional roots showing through
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These things tell us what he 
did, but:
our goal today is to figure 
out who he was, 

and why we still speak of 
him - a century after he 
resigned in protest from 
Wilson’s cabinet!



TONIGHT’S QUESTIONS

1 – Bryan never achieved his goal of becoming President – does that 
mean he was a failure?

2 – Bryan today is often seen as a caricature of a politician – did he 
achieve anything?

3 – Did Bryan have a lasting influence on our region?  On our country? 



BORN 1860, IN ILLINOIS

Bryan’s Father an avid Democrat 

Unelected from state in 1860 election

Father later elected judge and family 
lives a comfortable life

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Why is the 1860 election worthy of a remark? It was year Lincoln and the Republicans, a party formed only a years prior, won the Presidency.  In doing so, he won Illinois, and swept out numerous Democrats. 



YOUTH
• Born and Raised in 
Salem, Illinois in 1860. 



HIS RELIGION

Mother (English heritage) and father (Scottish descent)  
split on region.

Bryan attend Methodist church with his father Sunday mornings

and attended a Baptist church with his mother each Sunday afternoon. 



HIS RELIGION

Religion in America, in the 
Second Great Awakening, 
affected many actions in this 
era.

The post-Civil War years were 
a time renewed faith, and 
religious revivalist preachers 
swept the land



YOUTH

This was also the era where entertainment and education came 
from speakers who traveled from town to town to declaim and 
debate before audiences. 

Chautauqua



HIS RELIGION

At 14, Bryan  attended a 
revival meeting, and was 
baptized a Presbyterian 



FARMERS AND BUSINESS

• Bryan’s youth - the post war era - was also an era of 
change. 



‘THE 
VETERAN 
IN A NEW 
FIELD” 
(1865)
by Winslow Homer 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
His uniform is now used as work clothes. His jacket is visible in the bottom right corner. 



THE JOINING 
OF THE RAILS
Photograph by Andrew J. 
Russell, May 1869

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The transcontinental railroad was a product of the war years, where men learned to work in groups and teams, managed and overseen by an officer in the war, now a foreman when in the factory. Gangs of men, working together on a single endeavor (leveling the roadbed, hauling in the ties, gang carrying the heavy steel rails) The same was true of the giant factories being built to create the massive output of steel. While farms and packing plants were still individuals laboring in the same place, the post war world was creating a need for groups of men working together.  



‘AMERICAN 
LANDSCAPE’ 

by Charles Sheeler



FARMERS AND BUSINESS

• Bryan’s youth - the post war era - was also an era of 
change. 

• Railroads unified the country – and brought new markets to 
farmers.

• Grain elevators developed to help store grain – but they and 
the railroads worked against the farmers. 



FARMERS 
ALLIANCES
• By the 1880s, 

western and 
southern Farmers 
understood they 
were being cheated 
by the grain storage 
rates, the railroads, 
and the banks. 



ECONOMIC WINS AND WOES
Oil, Iron, Steel, Railroads, Food Production, Meat 
Packing – All were growing huge with the 
economies of scale allowing extreme savings 
and mighty profits. 

• Cheap Labor meant American Steel Production 
outpaced the world by 1890.

• Monopolies were the aim – creating trusts.
• While the pain starts in the farm states, it would 

grow.



THE ORATOR

• Through high school, college, and law school, Bryan emulated the 
great speakers of his day. 

• He gained ground on college and law school via scholarships from 
prizes won in speaking contests. 

• His efforts and his speeches were sincere and well polished. He was 
remembered by classmates, and he impressed teachers and 
acquired mentors. 



ESTABLISHING ROOTS

• After high school, Bryan attended law 
school in Chicago 

• He worked in the office of Lyman Trumbull, 
Abraham Lincoln’s friend and a U.S. 
Senator. 

• Shortly after Bryan began is own law 
practice in Jacksonville, he married Mary 
Elizabeth Baird.



GO WEST YOUNG MAN

After visiting a friend in Nebraska, Bryan saw a rich land filled 
with opportunity. 

He moved to Lincoln in 1887, and by 1890 was running as a 
Democrat for the US House. 

Nebraska had never elected a Democrat to Congress, ever –
but he won a contested 3 way race!



THE RISE OF UNIONS

• Business is bigger – Average people did not start major 
businesses. 

• Bigger businesses – boss is no longer one of the crew.
• With no government oversight, 7 day work weeks, job 

injuries and deaths were the norm. 
• This results in the rise of unions – they are deemed 

unlawful, and lead to numerous confrontations. 

The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 was only the start. 



TIMELINE

• 1886 – Statue of Liberty
• 1886 – First skyscraper – 10 stories!
• 1887 – After 6 Strikers killed, they lure police into an 

ambush killing 7 at the Haymarket Riots 
• 1889 and ’90, six new states—North and South Dakota, 

Montana, Washington, Idaho, and Wyoming—were 
admitted to the Union. 

- Wyoming, Colorado and others allow WOMEN TO VOTE!



Business’ desire for cheap labor lead to unrestricted immigration



IMMIGRATION CONTINUES 

• The era of industrialization rapidly doubles the 
populations of New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, 
Boston, and Pittsburgh!

• Slums arise
• Child Labor
• Different cultures – Irish Catholics, Jews, Poles



Business’ desire for cheap labor had lead to 
unrestricted immigration – and huge slums.  

http://www.nwhm.org/online-exhibits/progressiveera/tenementinteriors.html


PROTECTIONISM

• New Tariff laws – championed 
by a Representative from 
Ohio,  creates a stir. 

• And later, a depression. 



THE PROGRESSIVE ERA
The fight was against the 
Railroads, and the Grain 
Elevator operators – local 
monopolies.



ECONOMIC DISTRESS

• The Depression of 1893 would last four years and 
displace roughly twenty percent of the nation’s 
workforce!

• Homestead Strike of 1892
• 1894 – the Pullman Strike
• The Rise of Populism 



THE 1890S

From the Railroads to the 
rise of mass factories, 
workers were starting to 
strike, which often led to 
violence. The Police and 
Army were always on 
the side of business – as 
was the Court.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But two massive changes occurred: first the Supreme Court gathered an unidentified power to itself - the right to decide what was and was not 'constitutional.' While they ruled that these rights did not apply to protections from the State government, as time went on they moved in the direction of seeing some of the rights as significant. And the second item - the Civil War - brought on in part due to the issues arising due to a tyranny of the majority, the adoption of the 13-15 amendments brought the Bill of Rights closer to the 'national' incorporation, and finally, with Hugo Black and others, the majority of the Bill of Rights clauses are now seen to also take precedence over States as well.



THE 1893 PANIC
In 1894 when the 
railroads cut pay 30 % 
and fired Pullman Porters  
to re-hire them as 
cheaper labor, a new 
union boycotted Pullman 
cars. The railroads sought 
an injunction under the 
freedom of contract. 
Strike leaders were jailed. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But two massive changes occurred: first the Supreme Court gathered an unidentified power to itself - the right to decide what was and was not 'constitutional.' While they ruled that these rights did not apply to protections from the State government, as time went on they moved in the direction of seeing some of the rights as significant. And the second item - the Civil War - brought on in part due to the issues arising due to a tyranny of the majority, the adoption of the 13-15 amendments brought the Bill of Rights closer to the 'national' incorporation, and finally, with Hugo Black and others, the majority of the Bill of Rights clauses are now seen to also take precedence over States as well.



PROGRESSIVE ERA
As big business 
abused its power, 
government was 
mute. Only 
grass roots 
organizations pushed 
for regulations and 
reform.  



THE PEOPLE’S PARTY

As the economic woes worsen, the 
impossible happens: a shared crisis 
unites people to legislate change 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Did he shape the battle, or did the battle shape him?



DEFLATION AND LAISSEZ-FAIRE 
COURTS 

It created a situation that was unheard of 
– black and white sharecroppers joined 
forces. 

Northern & western farmers, mostly ex-
Union soldiers, found common ground 
with Southern ex-soldier farmers.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Did he shape the battle, or did the battle shape him?



PEOPLE’S PARTY• The first 
convention –
in Omaha, 
1892!



PEOPLE’S PARTY

Planks of the Populist’s Party:
• Election of Senators
• Graduated Income Tax
• Recall Elections
• Anti Immigration
• 8 Hour Work Day



PEOPLE’S PARTY
• They won 1 

million votes, 
and 4 states.

• Colorado, 
Kansas, 
Idaho, 
Nevada 



IN WASHINGTON
Farmers had a friend in Bryan, whose 
beginning law practice had exposed 
him to the tough times farmers (and 
small businessmen like himself) faced. 



IN WASHINGTON

He also understood the issues of 
the tight money supply keeping 
interest rates high, at the same 
time that the protectionist tariffs 
worked for big business, and 
against farmers.

A gifted speaker, he became 
recognized as the leader of the 
‘bimetallism’ movement. 



• While farmers loved him, his state 
wide race for the single House seat 
was difficult with the strength of 
Lincoln and Omaha against his 
increasingly Populist stand.

• Powerful Nebraskan Democrat (and 
Cleveland’s Ag Sec.)  Sterling Morton 
thought Bryan was a troublemaker.

• Bryan won re-election in a tight race 
– by a margin of 340 votes. His split 
on the silver issue with Democratic 
President Grover Cleveland did not 
help him.



SENATOR?

• As the next election approached, a 
win in 1894 was exceedingly unlikely 
– but Bryan chose instead to try for 
the Senate, which was appointed by 
the Nebraska Legislature. He won the 
non-binding vote…. 

• But the souring economy put 
Republicans in charge – and they 
put a railroad man in Washington. 



• Bryan, approaching 35, was out of a job – for a short time.

• He became editor of the Omaha World Herald, and a speaker.



KANSAS
Speakers spread the word of the  
‘vast conspiracy’ of business, 
government, and capitalism that 
is keeping farmers and rural 
people poor. 



• By 1896, ‘strong business’ and 
‘hard money’ are the platform. 

• “The balloon dollar is a good thing 
for the financier who happens to be 
in the basket, but farmers and 
laboring men are not in the basket.” 
– WJ Bryan



THE ECONOMY

• As the Depression (of 1893) 
deepened, the Democrats split –

• The traditionalists and the free silver 
group would debate the issue to 
decide the party plank – and 
eventually, the nominee. 

• The drama was real – no one knew 
which side would win.



CHICAGO, 1896

• The Democratic 
Nomination was a tossup 
for everyone.

• Bryan was a longshot – to 
everyone but Bryan. 

• With no money, and no 
standing, he didn’t have a 
seat at the convention! 

• It did not stop him. 



“We say to you that you have made the definition of a business 
man too limited in its application. 

The man who is employed for wages is as much a business 
man as his employer;

the attorney in a country town is as much a business man as 
the corporation counsel in a great metropolis; 

the farmer who goes forth in the morning and toils all day, 
who begins in spring and toils all summer, and who by the 
application of brain and muscle to the natural resources of the 
country creates wealth, 

is as much a business man as the man who goes upon the 
Board of Trade and bets upon the price of grain;”



THE SPEECH, 1896
“Burn down your cities and leave our 
farms, and your cities will spring up 
again as if by magic.

“But destroy our farms, and grass will 
grow in the streets of every city in the 
country.”  



THE SPEECH
“Having behind us the producing 
masses of this nation and the 
world, supported by the 
commercial interests, 
the laboring interests, 
and the toilers everywhere, 
we will answer their demand for a 
gold standard by saying to them: 



WILLIAM JENNINGS 
BRYAN

“You shall not 
push down 
upon the 
brow of labor 
this crown of 
thorns; you 
shall not 
crucify 
mankind on 
this cross of 
gold.” 



THE NOMINATION
His speech electrified 
the convention. They 
carried him around 
the arena on their 
shoulders, and gave 
him the nomination. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Bryan’s strategy in the convention was not happenstance or luck. He maneuvered and manipulated the party bosses who had not wanted him or bimetallism as the defining point. HE wrote the speech. He delivered it. Coming after those others who had belabored the reasons why not, he moved the audience to a frenzy by its climax. 



THE CAMPAIGN OF 1896

Bryan’s Nomination broke all 
previous bounds.
• He was the youngest man ever 

nominated – barely above the 
age limit.

• His efforts – and McKinley’s 
responses – would change the 
way Presidential campaigns were 
conducted 



He knew he’d 
be outspent.

He knew major 
newspapers 
would not print 
his story.

His only chance 
– a speaking 
tour. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Note this is in Acton, Iowa. (It is likely from a later campaign, though.) 



Bryan focused 
his efforts on the 
Midwest - the 
decisive 
battleground in 
the election.

In just 100 days, 
Bryan gave over 
500 speeches to 
several million 
people. He 
traveled 18,000 
miles by rail



BRYAN



McKinley, 
in contrast, 
gave all 
his 
speeches 
here, from 
his front 
porch. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
McKinley’s home in Canton, Ohio. 



MCKINLEY



CONTENTIOUS?

•As in all campaigns  cast 
as between the ‘forces of 
good’ and the ‘ungodly’ it 
is an ugly fight.



Some see the 
campaign of 
1896 to be 
one of the 
dirtiest. 
Every major 
newspaper 
spent ink 
belittling Bryan 
in nasty 
cartoons –





CONTENTIOUS?







CONTENTIOUS?

• In print almost everywhere, 
Bryan is seen as a puppet, a 
shyster, a baby, a traitor, and 
a shill. 



PRESIDENT MCKINLEY

• By 1896, ‘strong 
business’ and ‘hard 
money’ are the platform 
McKinley campaigns on.

• Democrats are split on 
the silver issue -
Republicans remain 
united, and McKinley gets 
the Presidency in 1896.



THE CAMPAIGN OF 1896

• Despite all the handicaps –
lack of money, unfavorable 
press, a spilt party, no 
influential friends, Bryan had 
made it close. 



• Popular 
vote: 
7.1 million to 
6.5 million

• 51% to 
46.5%

• Electoral 
College 
271 - 176



THE CAMPAIGN OF 1896

• He lost by just over 600,000 votes 
from over 13 million cast.

He did it by speeches, by raising 
money a dollar, or five dollars at a 
time. 
• He would remain a serious force 

in coming years.



YEARS OF 
CHANGE• First 

heard 
in 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The driving force for most of the 19th Century, Manifest Destiny, was coming to a close. The country had ended the Indian wars, and stretched ‘from sea to shining sea.’ Only one question remained: 



AMERICAN ISSUES

• In 1893, as the Indian wars come to a close and 
America occupies the continent, a famous historian 
declared the American Frontier has closed.

• So now the question is – where next?



SPAIN AND CUBA
Cuba’s ongoing efforts 
against Spanish rule 
resulted in the 
appointment of General 
Weyler. His solution:  
‘relocation camps’
Americans were horrified 
by the stories of suffering.



CUBA 

• But in 1895, Cubans declared their intention for 
independence from Spain.

• The resulting hostilities engulfed Americans and American 
businesses on the island

• But equally important, it aroused outrage in Americans that 
read about the riots, and the murders, the starvation and the 
deaths in the concentration camps.



WHY WAR WITH SPAIN?
Camps become ‘cesspools 
of disease, suffering and 
death.’ Internal Conflict 
continues. 
U.S. awareness of the 
humanitarian crisis in Cuba 
grows.





MASS MEDIA 1890 - 1900

• Newspapers were firmly entrenched as America’s news source 
by 1900. They had no competition, except each other.

• 20,000 newspapers in the US by 1900
• At least 40 of them had daily circulations of 100,000 -
• Most of those were clustered in the New York, Boston, Chicago, 

Philadelphia, St. Louis areas, and many of those cities had 
competing daily newspapers. 



MASS MEDIA 1900 - 1920

Most of those high volume newspapers were clustered around
• New York, 
• Boston, 
• Chicago, 
• Philadelphia, 
• St. Louis
Many of those cities had competing daily newspapers. 



EXAGGERATION
• The competition for 

readers drove 
exaggerated 
stories – that were 
likely untrue. 

• This style of story 
would become 
known as Yellow 
Journalism.



CHANGES - SHARED STORIES

• Pre-1900, most papers shared stories – sending subscriptions 
to each other, and allowing them to clip and run stories they 
liked the next day. 

• The Associated Press, started in 1850 changed that – by 
1900, you could join and be cabled the story in advance, 
and thus all run it on the same day.  



YELLOW JOURNALISM
Hearst’s battle for the 
New York market with 
Pulitzer meant both sides 
were looking for stories 
that sold – and Cuba was 
the story.



‘SHOWING THE FLAG’

January 25, 1898
As agitation in Cuba grows, the U.S.S. Maine 

sails into Havana harbor



YELLOW JOURNALISM
With Congress lobbying for 
action, McKinley calls the 
Spanish ambassador to the 
Executive mansion. After, the 
Ambassador pens a nasty letter 
home. 

Hearst’s reporters intercept the 
letter – and Hearst’s papers print 
it.



THE UN-DIPLOMAT
"It shows once more that 

McKinley is weak and 
catering to the rabble 
and, besides, a low 
politician who desires 
to …stand well with the 
jingos of his party." 



1898 AND BEYOND

Bryan is not anxious for war. He councils peaceful 
negotiations in the face of the gathering calls for 
action. 

But events will overtake everyone. 



DISASTER 

February 16, 1898
The Maine explodes, killing 268 men. 



GALVANIZING EVENTS



YELLOW 
JOURNALISM



GALVANIZING EVENTS
The papers begin the drumbeat….



GALVANIZING EVENTS
The papers begin the drumbeat….



TIMELINE

1898                                                                      

Feb 15

Maine Sunk

April 22 
War 
Declared!

May 1 
Dewey 
Destroys 
Manila 
Fleet!

June 10 
Marines take 
Guantanamo, 
create coaling 
station

June 20
Troops land in 
Cuba

May 19 

Spanish 
Squadron 
reaches Cuba!

Jun 14
Transports
leave 

Florida

July 1 
Battle of 
San 
Juan Hill

August – Dewey 
takes Manila!

August 12 –
Hostilities end

Jan 26 
Maine 
arrives

July 3
Spanish 
Squadron is 
destroyed.

July 17
Santiago falls



1898 AND BEYOND

Bryan was forced to consider, and whole-heartedly 
backed McKinley’s war stance - once war was 
declared.

Bryan enlisted – but McKinley was careful to avoid 
any chance of Bryan becoming a war hero, and the 
3rd Nebraska would spend the war in Florida.



THE NEXT TIME

• Things would change –
With the coming of war with Spain, 
The economy boomed

But by 1900, a new wrinkle would be added…



1898 AND BEYOND

After the fighting,  the GOP 
choose a treaty to keep the 
Philippines. 
Bryan broke with the President, 
questioning the US' right to 
overpower people of another 
country to gain a military base.



• "The nation is of age and it can do what it pleases; it 
can spurn the traditions of the past; it can repudiate 
the principles upon which the nation rests; it can 
employ force instead of reason; it can substitute 
might for right; it can conquer weaker people; it can 
exploit their lands, appropriate their property and kill 
their people; but it cannot repeal the moral law or 
escape the punishment decreed for the violation of 
human rights."

BRYAN, 1900



The Nominee of the 
Democrats, 1900

1900 



Bryan’s arguments against America becoming an 
empire were rational and justified. 

Of course they were portrayed in the press as 
disrespectful of the brave soldiers who died in the 
battles. (sound familiar?) 

1900





In all of American history, territories were to become 
states – our history deplored ‘colonialists’

The Teller Amendment prevented us from taking Cuba. 
But we took everything else. Yet no one proposed we 
make Puerto Rico, or Guam, or the Philippines into states.  

Why?

1900



Territories and eventual statehood would mean the 
inhabitants would have rights as citizens. And that was 
not going to happen with the Southern Democrats as the 
swing vote. 

1900 – 35 YEARS AFTER THE CIVIL WAR



The 1890s was the era when the North and South 
‘patched up’ the wounds of the Civil War – largely by 
buying into the ‘Lost Cause’ idea that the Civil War was 
about States’ Rights - it wasn’t - and thus literally re-
writing the history books. 

Racism became codified into practice and law – thanks 
as well to Darwinism, Social Darwinism, and Eugenics. 

1900 – 35 YEARS AFTER THE CIVIL WAR



1896’s Plessy vs Ferguson in the Supreme Court said a 
person with one black great-grandparent could be 
forced to use separate rail cars – and all ‘public 
facilities’ – the Separate But Equal concept of legal 
discrimination. 

Eugenics and the popular idea of ‘Darwinism’ was a 
growing force in 1900. 

1900 – 35 YEARS AFTER THE CIVIL WAR



Thus, no statehood for any of these new possessions –
AND the U.S. would engage in a protracted war of 
occupation in the Philippines, fighting against the 
independence movement of the natives. 

Bryan, and others, saw this as hypocrisy, and to 
embrace it would be an end to the Republic, and the 
beginning of empire. 

1900 – 35 YEARS AFTER THE CIVIL WAR



“Some argue American rule in the Philippine islands 
will result in better education of the Filipinos. Be not 
deceived – we dare not educate them, lest they 
learn to read the Declaration of Independence and 
mock us for our inconsistency.”

1900 



Bryan would again 
lose the election, 
again to McKinley, 
and his new Vice 
President, Theodore 
Roosevelt. 

1900 



DEFEAT – AND 
IMMORTALITY? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The original 'Wizard of Oz' could easily be seen as allegory for the political developments at the end of the 19th Century: with William Jennings Bryan as the Cowardly Lion (though the Great Commoner from Nebraska had volunteered for combat in Cuba and led the 3rd Nebraska Volunteers in the Spanish American War, he opposed America's pivot toward Empire and opposed the later War in the Philippines); The Scarecrow, representing the 'muddle-headed farmers' who embraced the policies of Progressivism yet simultaneously would back administration policies that were counter to their own interests. Thus could point in two directions at once and not know which way to go.) ; the Tin Man was the industrial Worker, who had been so caught up in the machinery of the new industrial revolution that he labored continuously, and lost his ability to feel, only to be discarded by the industry at any whim.); the Great Wizard (McKinley) who, like a traveling carney could convince people of a patent medicine that was good for what ails them, but would actually harm them (McKinley had masterminded the high tariffs that made rich men richer but brought about the 1890's ruinous recession; they still elected him President in 1896); The Wicked Witch of the East was the bankers and money brokers. Dorothy represented the common person, and she was told salvation would be found if she would only 'follow the yellow brick road' (stayed on the GOLD STANDARD) which turned gold into those emerald greenbacks. Yet following that road led through awful dangers, and once she got to the end of the road, in the big city she found many wonders, but nothing valuable. She exposed the wizard as a charlatan, and the people cowered before the threats of the witch (the bankers that could ruin them with a snap of their fingers.) In reality it was her shoes that had the power to get her home (to safety) - and remember in the original book, published in 1900, the shoes were SILVER, not ruby. (Thus the 'Free Silver' movement of the late 1890s that almost brought Bryan to the Presidency in 1896.) As an aside, in the book, though no longer 'King', the Lion would return to the forest, to defend the smaller inhabitants from those that would harm them, while the Wizard's puffery in promising to fix things would have him float away to be forgotten.



Frank Baum wrote an engaging children’s tale called 
‘The Wizard of Oz in 1900, where following the “Yellow 
(Gold?) Brick Road” would lead to the great Oz. 

By the way, in the original book, published in 1900, 
the shoes were SILVER. 

THE PERFECT ALLEGORY?



THE PERFECT 
ALLEGORY?

Was it really just a children’s story? 
Remember, the ‘Gold Standard’ was the 
big story of the 1896 campaign. 

• The Farmers were in revolt, but pointed 
in two directions at once when  many 
voted McKinley.

• The workers in factories were caught 
up in the machinery, and lost their heart 
working in repetitive jobs. 

• Rural people saw cities as evil places, 
filled with fools.

• The Great Oz who runs everything - but 
ultimately floats away? McKinley. 

• And the ‘cowardly lion’ with a great 
roar but never fighting? Bryan. 
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Bryan founded a 
weekly magazine, 
The Commoner, 
calling on 
Democrats to 
dissolve the trusts, 
regulate the 
railroads more 
tightly, and support 
the Progressive 
Movement.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Commoner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Progressive_Movement


He also wrote, and 
sold pamphlets and 
speeches. 

For the next 25 
years, Bryan was the 
most popular 
speaker on the 
Chautauqua circuit, 
delivering thousands 
of paid speeches on 
current events in 
hundreds of towns 
and cities across the 
country

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chautauqua


INFLUENCER

• In 1908 he would again return to the Presidential battle – but 
would lose ground this time. 



INFLUENCER

• While his writing and his speeches gave him great influence, he would not 
run again. 

• His support for different actions would remain vital, though. He helped pass 
numerous measures, from women’s suffrage, to direct election of Senators to 
farmer worker protections. 

• He supported introduction of the initiative and referendum as a means of 
giving voters a direct voice

• He was active in the Temperance movement, but he long thought control 
should be local, not national.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Initiative
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Referendum


SEC. OF STATE

Depending on the audience, he is 
considered a lightweight or a 
buffoon. 

But W J Bryan foresaw the need for 
PEACE treaties, and concluded 
dozens to call for cooling off periods 
and mandatory arbitration of 
conflicts. 

He also called for ‘human rights.’



Bryan felt America should 
be the negotiator of peace 
with Germany, and that we 
were siding with England by 
our choices. 

When he felt Wilson’s 
choices were leading us 
into the war, he resigned in 
protest.  





REALITY

Bryan can cause you to wince: 

• By our lights today, he would be considered a racist. 
• As Sec. of State, he lacked basic knowledge of much of the globe. 
• As a presidential candidate, he was largely inexperienced, with only two 

terms of service in the House ( no executive experience. )
• In later years, his reliance on his religion caused him to be less rigorous in 

his efforts to examine some issues. 



TWILIGHT YEARS

It is easy to dismiss Bryan in light of his 
Scopes Monkey Trial performance –

To an entire generation, he is known as a 
conniving simpleton depicted in the movie 
‘Inherit the Wind.’

Yet the play and the movie were not 
meant to be favorable. Or factual.  That 
said, Bryan was a staunch believer in the 
literal word of the Bible. And he distrusted 
Darwinism.

Link

http://www.tcm.com/mediaroom/video/580245/Inherit-The-Wind-Movie-Clip-We-Are-Simple-Folk.html


H.L. MENCKEN

• “Bryan was a vulgar and common man, a cad undiluted. He 
was ignorant, bigoted, self-seeking, blatant and dishonest. 
His career brought him into contact with the first men of his 
time; he preferred the company of rustic ignoramuses. … 
Imagine a gentleman, and you have imagined everything 
that he was not.”

• H. L. Mencken, in a memorial

https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/H._L._Mencken


• William Jennings Bryan was a great 
American hero… A century ago, he 
was a leading populist politician … 
He was a strong opponent of the 
runaway capitalism of his day and 
fought hard and effectively for 
progressive social change, including 
votes for women, progressive 
income tax, and for getting the 
United States off the gold standard, 
which was a terrible burden on the 
American working class. 

• James Robert Brown, “Who Rules 
Science?”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Robert_Brown


H.L. MENCKEN

• He leads a new crusade, his bald head glistening... One 
somehow pities him, despite his so palpable imbecilities... 
But let no one, laughing at him, underestimate the magic 
that lies in his black, malignant eye, his frayed but still 
eloquent voice. He can shake and inflame these poor 
ignoramuses as no other man among us... 

• H. L. Mencken

https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/H._L._Mencken


• “Unfortunately for the Republicans, 
William Jennings Bryan was a great 
orator and took the early lead in the 
public's eye. Bryan, flashing steel-
blue eyes and well-kept teeth, 
vowed to fight the money kings of 
Wall Street and wholly supported 
unlimited coinage of silver.”

• Peter Krass, in Carnegie



MCPHERSON

“Called by his admirers the Great Commoner, William 
Jennings Bryan was a tireless defender of the poor against the 
rich and a prophet of reform and humanitarianism.
Without a doubt he was the voice of the Democratic party at 
the turn of the century, and his style and dedication kept him 
at center stage for thirty-five years of turbulent American 
politics.” 

• Steven O'Brien, Paula McGuire, James M. McPherson and 
Gary Gerstle in American Political Leaders: From Colonial 
Times to the Present



OUR QUESTIONS

1 – Bryan never achieved his goal of becoming President – does that 
mean he was a failure?

2 – Bryan today is often seen as a caricature of a politician – did he 
achieve anything?

3 – Did Bryan have a lasting influence on our region?  On our country? 



FAILURE?

It is easy to dismiss Bryan in light of three failures, resignation at State, 
and his religious beliefs. 

But that ignores Bryan's extraordinary contributions to the 
eventual passage of:

• Women's suffrage, 
• Direct election of senators, 
• Anti-trust/monopoly legislation, 
• Farmer/worker rights 
• Accords on international peacekeeping.



TO BE CONSIDERED

I would argue it was TR and Bryan that inspired FDR  -
And also recall it was Bryan, before TR, that embraced populism, and 
the need of the government to provide protection to the people in the 
form of regulations against businesses that abuse their power with 
unsafe conditions, or unhealthy foods. 

I would argue Bryan inspired BOTH TR and FDR.
And thus changed the Democratic Party in a major way.



HIS WORDS:

“You cannot judge a man's life by the 
success of a moment, by the victory of an 
hour, or even by the results of a year. You 
must view his life as a whole,” he said, 
to see him “Tempted, tried, tested, 
triumphant.” 



OUR QUESTIONS

1 – Bryan never achieved his goal of becoming President – does that 
mean he was a failure?

2 – Bryan today is often seen as a caricature of a politician – did he 
achieve anything?

3 – Did Bryan have a lasting influence on our region?  On our country? 



REGIONAL GREATS

• Does where you are from have an impact? 

• Is it a positive one?

• Does your regional heritage still matter today?

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



YOUR THOUGHTS?

Do you know more about William Jennings Bryan than you did when 
you started?

Do you know more about the causes and the relationship to events in 
the 50 years following the American Civil War?

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

Like all public figures, there are good and bad sides to 
William Jennings Bryan. But he lived in interesting times, 

and did his best to be of value to his country.
Reading of his experiences also informs you of a vital 

but overlooked time in American history. 

Here are a few recent books on Bryan.
A Godly Hero by Michael Kazin (2007)

A Righteous Cause, by Robert W. Cherny (1994) 
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