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TRACY A. CAMPBELL

Machine Politics, Police Corruption,
and the Persistence of Vote Fraud:

The Case of the Louisville, Kentucky,
Election of 1905

Although vote fraud is an acknowledged component of American
political culture, scholarship on the inner workings of stealing elec-
tions is rather thin. Despite popular exposés by nineteenth-century
muckrakers, the functioning dynamics of vote stealing remains some-
where beneath the visible layer of political analysis. The Gilded Age
has been the recipient of some extensive studies of ballot corrup-
tion, but scholars have generally concluded that the extent of fraud
in changing the actual outcome of a specific race was exaggerated,
and with the advent of the Australian, or secret, ballot in the early
1890s, American elections took on a decidedly freer and fairer tone.
The scholarship surrounding vote fraud has also tended to focus on
a secondary issue: Did the secret ballot diminish fraud to the point
where earlier turnout levels could be seen as inflated? Following the
lead of Walter Dean Burnham, numerous scholars have answered
decidedly in the negative—the level of fraud was so insignificant as
not to change turnout totals in any meaningful way.1

The focus on voter turnout has served to minimize the impact
of flagrant fraud on the process of conducting fair elections and the
counting of votes, and has subsequently diminished our understand-
ing of the corrosive nature of election fraud on American political
history. This article explores the electoral history of one American
city—Louisville, Kentucky—to provide a corrective to this circum-
stance. The high point of the electoral corruption in Louisville oc-
curred seventeen years after it became the first American
municipality to adopt the secret ballot in 1888. The 1905 Louisville
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municipal election was one of the rare moments in American his-
tory when an entire city government was thrown out of power by a
court decision, even after the incumbent administration had served
in office for well over a year. As such, Louisville provides a case
study of systemic voter fraud and challenges the prevailing notion
that the secret ballot was a definitive cure for an assortment of elec-
tion “irregularities.” By using court records, rare police files, and the
testimonies of hundreds of Louisville’s citizens who were effectively
disfranchised because of their partisan loyalties, this article will pro-
vide a more complete understanding of the dynamics of vote fraud.

Many scholars have had some difficulty in defining the exact
scale and scope of Gilded Age election fraud. Paul Kleppner and
other scholars have stated that in assuming various modes of his-
toric election “irregularities”—padding registration lists, stuffing
ballot boxes, or buying votes with cash or liquor—may have been
widely used, in the aggregate they probably were of little significance.
Since both parties engaged in such activities and watched each other
with considerable care, or in cases where the election was decided
by a comfortably wide margin, many scholars claim that fraud had
minimal or no impact at all in determining the outcome of a given
election. Political scientists, building on the pioneering work of
Burnham, have mostly credited the secret ballot with having dimin-
ished fraud, and have concentrated more on the role of election re-
form in the decline of voter turnout after the 1890s. Others have
demonstrated that the Australian ballot had other consequences,
intended or not, on the body politic. Historian J. Morgan Kousser
convincingly demonstrated how the secret ballot was used to dis-
franchise African-Americans and consequently establish the Demo-
cratic Party as the only viable party in the South. John F. Reynolds
and Richard L. McCormick have shown that in one northern state
the major parties were motivated to initiate the secret ballot for
purposes far removed from the reformist impulse. The new ballot
saved them the expense of printing ballots and also placed severe
challenges to independent and third-party challengers trying to get
their names on the ballot. Yet the weight of Gilded Age scholarship
on the role of ballot reform reflects a certain perception that the
new ballot all but eliminated vote fraud. Michael Perman recently
expressed the core of this collective judgment: “The secret ballot
eliminated vote buying and vote stealing as simply and effectively as
could be imagined.” When the electoral history of one American
city is examined at the social level, however, the process by which
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the secret ballot required newer and more flagrant means of disfran-
chising thousands of voters and stealing elections is vividly displayed.
The case of Louisville reveals a form of fraud that can be defined at
a high standard—where the democratic will of the electorate was
actively thwarted to a degree that the actual winner was denied of-
fice.2

In order to understand the dynamics of the 1905 election, it is
necessary to review Louisville’s prior electoral history. Louisville’s
experience with problematic elections, in fact, extends into the an-
tebellum era. In 1855, in an election that came to be known as
“Bloody Monday,” members of the local Know-Nothing party started
a riot that killed over two dozen people. Following the war,
Louisville’s population grew from 123,758 in 1880 to 204,731 in 1900,
making it the eighteenth largest city in the nation. Louisville relied
heavily on Ohio River commerce for its economic base and had a
cosmopolitan mixture of heavily Democratic Irish-Catholics as well
as Republican African Americans. Politically, the Democratic Party
essentially controlled the city as the memories of the Civil War re-
mained, and the winner of the city’s Democratic primaries was ef-
fectively the winner of the general election in November. Although
there were considerable fissures within the party, like so many other
American cities, the unelected bosses who controlled the Demo-
cratic Party ultimately controlled Louisville itself.3

After Reconstruction, voters in Louisville cast their ballots es-
sentially in the same fashion as the founding generation of the state
had many years before. Kentucky, in fact, still practiced vive voce, or
voice voting, well after Reconstruction. In areas that permitted bal-
lots, the parties themselves printed them, and voters knew from the
distinctive shapes, colors, and markings which ballot they preferred,
which made it rather easy to tell how someone voted by the ballot
that he chose. Both methods presented obvious opportunities for
election fraud.4

Throughout the 1880s, Louisville witnessed a series of city elec-
tions filled with fraud. To correct the problem of repeaters—scores
of hired people voting more than once in several precincts—a Lou-
isville representative, Albert Stoll, introduced a bill in the Kentucky
legislature calling for mandatory registration in Louisville. Stoll told
the assembly that “repeating and fraudulent voting are so common”
in Louisville that “a law for the registration of voters would remove
the greatest part of the evil.” His bill became law in 1884, but it had
no effect on reforming the city’s elections. Three years later, in a



MACHINE POLITICS, POLICE CORRUPTION, AND VOTE FRAUD272

blatantly corrupt mayoral race, a plot was uncovered whereby the
names of the candidates on the poll books were purposely situated
so close together that corrupt clerks could place a mark in the wrong
column without being easily detected. One insider understood that
“you must be sure and get the clerks ‘fixed,’ that’s half the battle.” A
Louisville police officer was arrested eight times throughout the day,
each time for offering bribes to voters. He posted bond for each ar-
rest and promptly returned to win more votes for his candidate. A
self-appointed committee called the Commonwealth Club, which
oversaw the 1887 municipal election, stated that it was “thoroughly
disgusted” with the methods used to manipulate and steal votes.
Henry Watterson’s Courier-Journal concluded that the election “was
without parallel in the history of Louisville for fraud and corruption.”5

One of the members of the 1887 committee was Louisville state
representative Arthur Wallace. After reading an article on the new
secret ballot system used in Australia, Wallace approached some area
judges to see whether it could pass constitutional muster in Ken-
tucky if he proposed such a measure in the legislature. The need for
tougher enforcement of lax elections laws under a system whereby
people voted by voice was obvious. Additionally, during the 1887
election, considerable consternation occurred when local authori-
ties noted they could not punish local men arrested for vote fraud
since the laws applied only to state elections. Wallace’s bill could
not be applied to the whole state without amending the state con-
stitution, so it affected only Louisville’s municipal contests. When
it quietly became law in February 1888, the “Wallace Election Bill”
preceded a national election reform movement in which the new
ballot became the standard manner of voting in America. As the
law in Louisville was conceived, the city’s electorate would be pro-
vided with an official uniform ballot and an envelope. The voter
stepped into an enclosed compartment and marked the ballot and
placed it in the envelope. An election judge, in the presence of the
voter, then placed the envelope into a locked ballot box. Comment-
ing on the reform, the Courier-Journal noted the new law “protects
the voter in Louisville” and predicted that if successful in the river
city, it might eventually be applied to the entire state. At its inaugu-
ral municipal election in December 1888, the Courier-Journal pro-
claimed proudly that “the election was a quiet one, and the Wallace
law stood its first test very fairly.” A Louisvillian writing in the Na-
tion went so far as to claim that the election “was the first municipal
election I have ever known which was not bought outright.”6



TRACY A. CAMPBELL 273

Two years later, delegates met in Frankfort for Kentucky’s fourth
constitutional convention. Those drawing Kentucky’s new charter
were particularly interested in preventing election fraud. Having seen
the Australian ballot briefly in effect in the state’s largest city, the
convention seemed ready finally to forgo vive voce for the secret
method. One delegate proclaimed that the new ballot’s efficacy was
already widely known, and was “par excellence, the remedy relied
upon for the prevention of illegal and fraudulent voting.” The new
constitution incorporated the Australian ballot in its work that was
ratified in 1891. Yet not all members of the convention felt confi-
dent that the reform would end the era of election fraud. “The se-
cret ballot may become the powerful weapon of vice,” warned one
delegate, who stated that “human wisdom has never yet devised
methods of government or laws that have not, at times, been used
for purposes of wrong and oppression.” What the reformers did not
understand was that the new method of voting addressed a particu-
lar form of corruption—the power of undue influence on the public
selection of a candidate. It marked a small, limited step toward the
elimination of fraud. Whether the new ballot could make the elec-
torate more confident that its electoral will was properly registered
remained to be seen.7

Despite the best hopes of the Wallace law supporters, the day-
to-day realities of voting in Louisville changed minimally. As the
Australian ballot took effect, a new presence in Louisville’s political
life emerged who effectively dominated the city Democratic Party
for decades to come. John Whallen, a young burlesque theater owner,
became the acknowledged king of Louisville’s Democratic Party.
Known as “Napoleon” by some of his cronies, Whallen had served as
a teenage courier to Confederate General John Hunt Morgan and
had moved to Louisville after the war to co-manage the Metropoli-
tan Theater. In 1880, Whallen and his brother Jim opened the
Buckingham Theater, which soon became widely known for its bawdy
performances. When Whallen’s first application for a liquor license
was rejected, he appealed to Barney McAtee, a city councilman, who
successfully arranged for Whallen’s license. To protect his somewhat
vulnerable business interests, Whallen turned to politics and helped
McAtee get reelected in 1880. Described glowingly by one supporter
as one who “has gathered about him a large and formidable follow-
ing” that “he controls with extraordinary skill and ability,” Whallen
understood that the real source of political power rested in control-
ling elections. In a discreet understatement, the supporter also noted
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that Whallen’s forces are “powerful at the polls,” and that Whallen
“understands right well how to station them to the best advantage.”
In time, Whallen became one of the wealthiest men in Louisville.
The Buckingham was also a well-known center of community sup-
port in times of economic crises or natural disasters, which of course
was one of the foundations of Whallen’s popular appeal. Following
one especially hard winter storm, Whallen opened a commissary next
to his theater where a reported $25,000 in groceries and coal was
distributed to needy Louisvillians. Whallen once boasted that his
burlesque theater was the real center of the city’s political appara-
tus, a place that he once described candidly as “the political sewer
through which the political filth of Louisville runs.” Pivotal to his
rise to power and his subsequent control of the city’s election ma-
chinery was Whallen’s tenure as police chief between 1885 and 1888
(the infamous 1887 election occurred while he headed the city’s
police force). His connection to the city’s police department served
him well in subsequent elections.8

In his memoirs, Louisville native Arthur Krock recalled that
Whallen’s Buckingham offices were where the real power in Louis-
ville politics was exercised. Krock wrote that in most political meet-
ings held by Whallen, “it was customary that the Louisville police
be represented,” because, according to Krock, the police “had to know
the nominating and electing game plan . . . and put it into opera-
tion. This often required documentary knowledge of the peccadil-
loes and worse of the aspiring politicians, especially those who were
Republicans.” This knowledge, Krock understood, “was more pow-
erful than their night[sticks].”9

Whallen ensured his control over the city’s election machinery
in ways that made him unique among American political bosses. In
1892, for example, when Whallen was confident his handpicked
candidate for city chancellor would lose in a party primary, he urged
the party to adopt a rather unorthodox method of voting. These
primaries, which were exempt from many election laws and the se-
cret ballot, were especially ripe for fraud. Whallen’s new method
involved a house-to-house canvass, which Whallen proudly claimed
was “superior to all other forms of primary elections.” His plan re-
quired all voters to be at home on one of two nights for a three-hour
period. To Whallen, this method would ensure a cleaner election,
and it would “remove the crowding of voters into small spaces where
liquor, money, and bullying can get in their work.” A critical news-
paper was appalled with Whallen’s hubris. With the door-to-door
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canvass, it charged Whallen had “gone a step farther than he ever
went before.” If party members wished to participate in “a conspiracy
as far reaching as it is shameless, they deserve to be walked upon and
spat upon by such men as Whallen.” In effect, the maneuver dis-
franchised nearly five thousand of the city’s eligible Democratic vot-
ers due to residence changes or because they simply could not be
located or were not at home at the appointed times. Even more,
door-to-door canvassing had the intended effect of properly ensur-
ing that a bought vote was appropriately cast, and the threat of los-
ing a city job or services certainly permeated the exchange.10

After temporarily losing control of city government in the mid-
1890s, Whallen reappeared, backing Charles Weaver for mayor in
1897. Weaver’s victory on election day was due, in large part, to a
new method employed by followers of Whallen: police intimidation
of African-American voters. When Albert White, a prominent Af-
rican-American attorney, attempted to vote, he was confronted by a
police officer named John Murphy, who told him, “I have worn out
four billies and I will wear this one out on you.” Less violent means,
such as slowly checking registration lists, meant those wishing to
vote in the heavily African-American ninth and tenth wards often
waited hours to vote. Of course, many found that before they had
reached the front of the line, the polls had closed. In one precinct
the polls were not opened until after noon. The Courier-Journal, never
one to question allegations of Democratic wrongdoing, assessed that
the culprit in this precinct was a drunken Republican election of-
ficer. The losing mayoral candidate, George Todd, concluded that
he had lost nearly 4,500 votes in these wards alone and that “we
were cheated on every side.”11

Without the strong arm of the police, Whallen’s machine could
not have controlled Louisville’s elections. Louisville, it should be
noted, was not alone in this regard. In examining the political ma-
chines of other similar American cities, the role of the police was
crucial to the survival of the boss. In Memphis, the police, accord-
ing to a local newspaper, had become little more than a “platoon of
ward healers,” and it witnessed a 1905 mayoral race fraught with
corruption. In New York and Chicago, the machines there thrived
with active police involvement. Yet the experience of police offic-
ers in politics in nearby Cincinnati produced drastically different
results. After years of election violence and active police involvement,
Cincinnati enacted new laws in the 1880s that placed supervision of
the police in the hands of a nonpartisan board of commissioners
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appointed by the governor rather than the mayor. By doing so, one
of the strongest weapons of boss rule was removed in Cincinnati,
and consequently boss George B. Cox lost his grip on the city to a
challenge from an assortment of political opponents who had merged
their efforts, or “Fusionists.” With the police force still squarely in
the camp of the city leadership, future Louisville elections would
find even greater police activity to thwart any such Fusionist campaigns.12

Whallen’s cronies used other methods to fight the Republican
turnout among African Americans. By 1900, the 12,416 African-
American men of voting age living in Louisville comprised over 20
percent of the city’s eligible voting population, and those who could
register successfully made them a considerable political threat to
Democrats. Since Democrats had not legally disfranchised African
Americans in Kentucky as they had throughout the Deep South,
electoral intimidation and fraud remained potent tools in the hands
of people such as Whallen. Historian George C. Wright wrote that
Whallen hired black “shadies” to form Negro Democratic Clubs,
which were little more than instruments of organized intimidation
of African-American voters, and concluded that “Negro thugs, as
much as anything else, kept many blacks from viewing the Demo-
crats as a respectable party.” When that tactic failed, Whallen re-
sorted to the well-tested strategy of appealing to white supremacy
and the fears of what Republican victories might bring to Louisville’s
racial climate.13

Whallen’s forces in the Democratic primary of 1899 employed
an especially interesting technique. Pat Grimes, a saloon owner and
Whallen crony, installed a “portable voting place,” or a polling place
to be held in a train car near the convergence of the eleventh and
twelfth wards. The Whallen forces feared a heavy turnout from this
area for an anti-Whallen candidate. So, as Grimes considered it, a
particularly skillful way to diminish these votes would be simply to
move the car away when long lines of voters developed. Even with
such audacious maneuvers, when it became clear that his candidates
were trailing, Whallen canceled the primary entirely. Acting under
the auspices of the Democratic Party’s central committee, Whallen
simply annulled the primary election results altogether. Following
this election, one local blacksmith claimed that a member of the
self-described “Honest Election League” had given him cash to buy
votes. Within the office of the League, according to the blacksmith,
were tables full of stacks of money. The man who was doling out the
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funds was none other than Arthur Wallace, the author of Louisville’s
Australian ballot bill eleven years earlier.14

Whallen’s political base was grounded in his support among
immigrants, Catholics, and the working class. But he was also a loyal
supporter of the powerful Louisville and Nashville railroad, which
sometimes transcended his ties to the Democratic Party. In the tu-
multuous 1899 gubernatorial election, Whallen bolted his party for
the Republicans, which had nominated William Taylor to run against
William Goebel. Goebel had campaigned against the L & N Rail-
road, one of the most powerful companies in the South and a major
force in city politics. This set Goebel at odds with Whallen, who
was often referred to as the “handmaiden of the L & N.” On elec-
tion night, when L&N publications erroneously listed Taylor as the
victor, the Courier-Journal discovered that the election results had
been “doctored” by Whallen and his fellow “Brown Democrats” at
his Buckingham Theater. When returns were received, Whallen sim-
ply changed them to give Taylor a sizable lead. When one county
came in, Whallen was shocked at Goebel’s lead and proclaimed: “This
can’t be true. There are not that many votes in the county.” Where-
upon he gave the paper to an aide and ordered him to mark down
that Taylor had carried the county by a comfortable 725 votes. All
the while, observers noted that the Republicans in attendance, many
of whom had been the recipient of Whallen’s methods before, now
“howled” and “cheered.” Such actions only added to the charged
atmosphere in Louisville, where Governor William O. Bradley had
called out three companies of the state militia to patrol the city in
case of violence. Later, Whallen and his men threatened to march
to the courthouse and hang the election commissioners if Taylor
were not given the margins of victory that Whallen had cooked up
for him. At a formal meeting of the Republican Honest Election
League, the question discussed was similarly: Shall we not hang
Democratic Election Commissioners? When Goebel was shot out-
side the state capitol in January 1900, speculation arose over
Whallen’s involvement in the assassination.15

By the early 1900s, then, John Whallen was the fundamental
power behind the Democratic machine in Louisville. But he was not
without his opponents in the city’s Republican stalwarts, as well as a
number of Democrats who resented Whallen’s use of the city’s po-
litical apparatus to increase his personal wealth and political power.
The city’s GOP grew increasingly frustrated with the city’s electoral
practices. An election in 1903 contained more than its usual share
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of moving precincts and falsely registering voters, excluding duly
chosen election officers and replacing them with Whallen cronies,
and simply stuffing ballot boxes. Eighteen strong Republican pre-
cincts were also moved on election day. Not surprisingly, these pre-
cincts returned Democratic majorities such as 243 to 5. In the sixth
ward, a Democratic challenger questioned the credentials of nearly
twenty-five African-American men waiting in line. He was soon
approached by one police officer, who told him, “You damn fool,
those niggers you’re throwing out isn’t Republicans; they’re our own
repeaters!” Although some members of the Democratic Party had
hoped to “put Whallen out of business” with this election, their ef-
forts failed. Following the election, a thoroughly frustrated Evening-
Post concluded that the “audacity of the steal is its most astonishing
feature.” As the 1905 mayoral race approached, the Whallen ma-
chine was poised to use similar methods to retain control of the city.16

Most observers of election fraud conclude that it is most preva-
lent in areas marked by the dominance of one political party. Louis-
ville provides a reminder that fraud can occur even where there is
considerable competition among parties as well as healthy competi-
tion among the city’s partisan newspapers. In 1905, a number of the
city’s progressive voices organized to oppose Whallen’s heavy-handed
tactics. With the 1903 election fresh in their minds, disenchanted
Democrats joined with angry Republicans to form the Fusionist party,
which, with its combined strength, hoped to defeat the Democratic
mayoral candidate, Paul Barth, in the upcoming 1905 election. The
Fusionists’ objective was simple: “to destroy the system or political
machine which has brought such evil to our City, and the perpetua-
tion of which is so fraught with menace for the future.” The Fusionists
struggled for a candidate of their own. In their canvass, Joseph T.
O’Neal was a front-runner who had his political weaknesses: he
owned stock in an openly anti-union company, and he had made
anti-Catholic statements earlier in a speech in Maysville. During
the Fusion convention, O’Neal’s nomination apparently was defeated
111–109, but the convention’s chairman, Alfred Seligman, mistak-
enly announced that O’Neal was affirmed 119–111. According to
Robert W. Bingham, several newspapers and former mayor George
Todd “threatened to expose the fraud underlying the whole thing”
but decided to remain quiet.17  With their combined strength, the
Fusionists posed a significant threat to Whallen’s hold on the city.
The new danger would be met with heightened corruption as the
election approached.
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Election-day fraud begins with fraud on registration day. Some-
one registered illegally then can subsequently vote “legally.” The
Whallen machine used a variety of tactics on registration day, in-
cluding employing area criminals to intimidate African Americans
from registering. The machine understood that the illegal registra-
tion of “repeaters” had a dual effect: it could potentially crowd off
from the rolls many legal voters, thus making the job of controlling
the election that much easier. The machine also used the strong arm
of the police on registration day. When challenges were made by the
Fusionists to some questionable Democratic attempts to register, a
Louisville police officer named Roman Leachman threatened the
challengers on several occasions. Leachman shouted that if an offi-
cial “refuses to register another man, I will smash him in the head
and kill him and I will come and throw his carcass into the street; he
doesn’t amount to anything.” One official meekly inquired if
Leachman was overstepping his bounds, and in revealing language
Leachman underscored the reason for the police presence at the reg-
istration booths: “To hell with you. This means nothing to your
crowd, and means four years for me, and of course I am going to look
out for my own interests.” Even Confederate hero General Basil W.
Duke was assaulted on registration day by some repeaters for object-
ing to their registration. The next day, Fusion workers were simply
thrown out of their polling places and Democratic officials seized
registration books and completed them in private. Papers in St. Louis
warned the citizens of Louisville that eighty “practical politicians,”
were doing their work, repeatedly registering under false names. The
paper stated that the repeaters “would work wonders increasing the
population of Louisville.” By padding the rolls with thousands of
illegal voters, the machine was now prepared to “get out the vote”
in November.18

Roman Leachman was not the only policeman working during
the registration period to steal the election. When Fusionist Arthur
D. Allen complained of irregularities in one precinct, officer Jack
McAuliffe knocked him unconscious and threw him in jail. A thor-
oughly unsympathetic Kentucky Irish-American alleged that Allen
“made a movement as if to draw a weapon,” whereupon Officer
McAuliffe gallantly “hit Allen with his club rather than shooting
him.” Later that day, Allen was convicted of disorderly conduct. In
considering how to counter police intimidation, a member of one of
the city’s leading families suggested that “nothing short of revolu-
tionary tactics in Louisville will accomplish the purpose.” He fa-
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vored taking a dozen or so men to the polls on election day, armed
with “concealed weapons or shotguns.”19

In the tenth ward, a Fusionist registration officer named Will-
iam O’Mara discovered the extent to which the Democrats would
go to corrupt the registration process. O’Mara claimed that John
Keane, a Democratic committeeman for the tenth ward, and a sa-
loon owner, offered O’Mara a glass of lemonade on registration day.
Seconds after the first sip, O’Mara recalled, “I found myself whirling
around and I thought the house was falling in.” After being led to a
chair, O’Mara finally understood what had happened. He had been
drugged to make it easier to steal his registration records. After sev-
eral minutes of dazed confusion, O’Mara was then taken outside,
where he was assaulted and his records seized. When he saw the “of-
ficial” roll printed in the newspaper, O’Mara discovered that more
than sixty-five names had been added to his registration lists.20

The Democratic machine’s confidence in winning the election
was growing. Charles Schuff, the county sheriff, knew that the key
to neutralizing the Republican vote was to keep large numbers of
African-American voters away on Election Day. Schuff revealed that
more than 2,500 African-American registration certificates had been
bought and were tucked away in a safe, where, in Schuff ’s words,
“we can control them.” The money could also be used in a way usu-
ally not considered when examining the process of vote buying—to
purchase someone’s nonparticipation. One African-American resi-
dent, William Moore, later testified that he was offered $2.00 not to
register. Reducing the turnout was as critical to stealing the election
as was intimidating voters and falsely registering others.21

The 1905 election also revealed the dynamics behind those elec-
tion officers who were charged with being neutral referees of the
city’s electoral process. Of 356 party officers in Louisville’s twelve
wards, 89, or one-quarter, either worked for the city or county or
were listed as having relatives who did so. Another 48 workers, or
13 percent, were listed as “gamblers” or “bartenders.” Fusionists un-
derstood that if those responsible for ensuring the legality of the
election had a vested interest in the election’s outcome, or owned
saloons where much of the electioneering occurred, chances of an-
other stolen election loomed.22

In order for all the corrupt elements in the Louisville election
to do their jobs properly, money was a necessity. The 1905 Louis-
ville mayoral race provides a rare opportunity to see how much money
was used on such an election and how, precisely, that money was
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spent. Bank records revealed that the Democratic Campaign Fund
had deposits of over $69,000 between 31 August 1905 and election
day in early November, nearly three times the amount of the Fusionist
fund. Furthermore, those records showed that during registration
week in early October $22,290 was withdrawn, and on election day
$23,360 was removed from the account. By the end of November,
all of the $72,612.50 in the campaign fund had been depleted.23

Fred R. Bishop, treasurer of the Democratic campaign fund, later
described how he went about raising these funds. Candidates for
various city offices were to contribute ten percent of their current
city salary, while police officers contributed according to their rank—
the police chief gave $125; lieutenants, $50, and patrolmen $32.
Other city employees were expected to give five percent of their
earnings to the fund. Bishop added that there were no threats neces-
sary to secure these sums and dismissed suggestions that his efforts
served to corrupt the system. “All elections require money,” Bishop
blandly claimed, “you can’t have an election without it.”24

The manner in which the campaign fund was spent was reveal-
ing. The fund actually had nothing to do with supporting the cam-
paign to persuade voters and everything to do with manipulating
the votes on election day. For example, the campaign committee
instructed Bishop on how much to give each ward on the night pre-
ceding registration day. Throughout the day, Bishop knew the intri-
cacies of how elections functioned. Was there a verbal understanding
as to how to disperse the money? “No,” said Bishop, “it was not nec-
essary to have an understanding at an election,” adding that spend-
ing large sums “has to be done.” Bishop gave one ward captain nearly
$2,500 on election eve. When Bishop was asked why that particular
amount, he casually replied because that ward had “very near 7,000
votes.” The larger the ward, the larger the amount given to each
ward captain.25

On election day itself, ward and precinct captains would return
periodically for more money. The method by which the money was
distributed was not done with accounting precision. Bishop simply
related that whenever a captain came in, “whatever they say they
have to have I give it to them.” What they did with the money was
not Bishop’s concern. In fact, he never even recorded in his ledger
how much he distributed. Upon depleting the funds, Bishop simply
burned all his election records because, in his understated words,
“election business is not good stuff to have laying around.”26
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After acquiring the money from Bishop, the ward captains knew
how to use it to acquire the maximum number of votes. One way
involved paying city police officers and firefighters to take the day
off from their official duties to perform various chores in helping
return the Democrats to power. More than 20 percent of the city’s
firefighters claimed they were sick on election day and were put to
work on behalf of the Democratic campaign. But what made the
1905 Louisville mayoral race unique was the mammoth scale to which
the city’s police force was an active component of stealing the elec-
tion for the Whallen machine.27

Richard Knott’s Evening-Post understood the degree to which
the police force was an arm of the machine. Each officer, the paper
revealed, was required to register from his residence three to seven
“phantom” voters. Eventually 313 illegally registered voters came
from the houses of police or firemen. Officer John Quinn boasted
that he had personally purchased more than two hundred registra-
tion certificates from the tenth ward. This was just the beginning of
police involvement in stealing the election. (Despite the cottage
industry of false registration, in 1905 the Louisville Police Depart-
ment recorded a grand total of three arrests for illegal registrations
and just one for illegal voting.) The primary weapon was police vio-
lence and intimidation. When minister W. A. Jones went to the
fourteenth precinct in the fifth ward to replace a Fusion election
officer who had taken a leave for lunch, he was told by the Demo-
cratic challenger to leave immediately. Jones refused, and he was
attacked by police officer Willis Allen. Jones had three witnesses,
all of whom were African Americans who worked in the checkroom
of the nearby Galt House Hotel. Jones asked them if they would
testify against Allen, and all three refused because the manager of
the hotel had ordered his employees to say nothing. Attempts to
document the fraud did not go unchallenged. When Fusionists placed
cameras in various precincts, for example, an angry police chief,
Sebastian Gunther, ordered his men to “drive every son of a bitch
off the street that has a camera.”28

The 1905 election coincided nationally with a growing popular
clamor to end the corrupt alliance between corporations and gov-
ernment. In fact, 1905 represents the crucial year that historian Ri-
chard L. McCormick identified as the “origins of progressivism,” in
that “a remarkable number of cities . . . experienced wrenching mo-
ments of discovery that led directly to significant political changes.”
Louisville’s example, however, reveals that no such “wrenching mo-
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ment” came from the ensuing corruption and that the election fraud
continued in new ways in future elections. John Whallen’s vested
political interests, which had been publicly associated with the pow-
erful L&N and was backed by the city’s police force, would be little
affected by the reforms initiated by the progressive movement.29

On election eve, there was an unmistakable tension surround-
ing the events of the next day. An estimated ten thousand people
gathered at the courthouse that night to support the Fusionist can-
didates. At the gathering, the theme of the various speakers was con-
sistent: be alert for election fraud by the Democrats. During the
meeting, some angry police officers, obviously in the pocket of the
Democrats, waded through the crowd writing down names of some
of those in attendance as visibly as they could. The Democrats held
a simultaneous rally, in which only a handful attended.30

As election day commenced, Louisville witnessed a host of tac-
tics used by the Democratic machine in stealing the election. In
several wards, voters found they could not vote because of an insuf-
ficient supply of ballots. In the tenth ward, voters in the thirty-first
precinct could not vote at all until shortly before noon because the
election commissioners had not arrived. In other areas, legal voters
were denied their franchise in apparently “legal” terms. Lucius
Alexander, for example, an African American in the fifth ward, tried
to vote, but when he approached the poll, “they said the name had
done voted, and I couldn’t vote.” Had he been able to do so,
Alexander said he would have voted Fusionist, and added: “I never
voted no other kind of ticket but the straight Republican ticket ever
since I have been able to vote.” More blatant examples existed as
well. In the thirty-eighth precinct in the third ward, three armed
men simply took the ballot box by gunpoint, loaded it on a wagon,
and carried it away. Afterward, one African-American resident of
the precinct saw the wagon the culprits used in carrying the box and
remarked in words that poignantly underscored the dimensions of
what had occurred, “That looks like the wagon that stole our rights.”31

Another tactic, which was similar to the movable railway car of
the previous decade, involved moving usually heavily Republican
precinct locations at the last minute to confuse and dissuade voters
from voting. In the twelfth ward, the location of the eighteenth pre-
cinct was moved on the morning of the election because, according
to one Democratic precinct worker, the woman in whose house the
precinct was located was ill. Election officials did not bother to post
the news. Witnesses later testified that they saw the supposedly ill
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woman just before the election and she appeared to be entirely
healthy. The real reason was conveyed by one police officer who was
indifferent about stories of eligible voters in the precinct not being
able to find the new location. “Everything goes in an election,” he
explained.32

In the sixth ward, police officer John Enright refused to allow a
number of properly registered African Americans to vote because
they lived in a “disreputable place.” When their landlord came to
vouch for them, Enright’s reasoning changed, and he admitted
frankly, “These Negroes ought to be disfranchised.” He then did just
that by refusing them entry to the polls. Others told Enright that as
an officer of the court he was pledged to uphold the law, to which
Enright sneered: “To hell with the law, what do I care for the law?”
and proclaimed that no African Americans were allowed to vote on
his watch: “None of their damn color shall vote here.” When pressed
that he was exceeding his authority, Enright replied: “By God, I have
been through this thing before; I know what I am doing.”33

In the tenth ward, police officers Lee Speed and James J. Tierney
allowed elderly voters brought to the polls on omnibuses from the
Little Sister of the Poor Home to vote immediately at the expense of
other voters patiently waiting in line. With some of these voters
taking over nine minutes each to cast their vote, others who had
been waiting since shortly before 6:00 A.M. simply left. One observer
counted between twenty-five and thirty men who left before voting
because they had to get to their jobs. When Tierney was questioned
about allowing the elderly voters in ahead of many who had been
waiting for nearly four hours, he angrily raised his club and threat-
ened anyone challenging the vote. Later, when a man named E. S.
Shaw brought his registration slip, the Fusionist precinct challenger,
William Dale, noted that he had known Shaw, who had been dead
for eight years. The Democratic officer merely told the voter to sign
an affidavit to the effect that he was Shaw. Dale then told Officer
Tierney of the episode, and Tierney said he “had no right to arrest a
man on your say-so.” When Dale informed the impostor that he was
headed in the wrong direction for Shaw’s address, “Shaw” bluntly
replied that he “reckoned he could go home any way he wanted to.”34

B. M. Rivers, a Republican challenger in the fifth ward, was
shocked when he challenged a voter’s qualifications and was sum-
marily ignored by Democratic election officers. Rivers turned to his
statute books to cite his legal authority in election challenges. Pat
Hartnett, the Democratic challenger, expressed nothing short of
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outright contempt for the statute books in a language that under-
scored the events of the day: “God damn the law, we are Demo-
crats!” Hartnett then took the statute book and threw it in a fire.35

In the twelfth ward, a former member of the Fire Department
and devout Whallenite, John Barry, pulled a pistol on an election
worker and demanded the ballot books. With the help of three po-
licemen, Barry took the books to another location, swore in his own
election workers, and proceeded to stuff ballot boxes with hundreds
of his own votes. Another Republican challenger in the twelfth ward,
Henry Fundstine, took a more charitable approach to the matter of
allowing “repeaters” to vote. When one of his friends named Kinney
came in and attempted to vote under the name of “Burns,” Fundstine
asked how Kinney spelled his last name. Kinney winked and said,
“Some people spell it “Byrnes.” To which all Fundstine could do was
allow Kinney to go in and vote. “Kinney needed the money and I
didn’t want to beat him out of it,” Fundstine remarked, adding, “I
knew he needed it. He is a man that can’t work hard and I let him go
on and get the $2.00. It did him more good than it would do me for
him not to vote.”36

Throughout the day, John Whallen kept a low profile. He ven-
tured from the Buckingham on at least one occasion. When Repub-
lican challenger Tony Giuliano went to his precinct in the sixth
ward, several men, including Whallen, who asked Giuliano to check
on another challenger’s whereabouts, met him. Upon Giuliano’s re-
turn, Whallen informed him that “we have done swore a man in
your place and another man in the other man’s place.” Giuliano pro-
tested, but Whallen simply told him, “The best thing for you to do is
to get out of here.” One of the new election officers Whallen had
summarily installed that morning was Roman Leachman, the police
officer who had intimidated voters on registration day.37

While the Fusionists were outraged at the outright theft, the
Democratic Courier-Journal glowingly reported the official results of
the election the following day: Barth had beaten the Fusionist O’Neal
by 19,645 to 16,557 (a margin that eventually expanded to 4,826
votes). A humble Barth stated that he could not attribute the vic-
tory to himself, but gave thanks “to the loyal support of the unswerv-
ing Democrats of this city.” The primary problem at the polls,
according to the paper, was the Fusionists, who were allegedly armed
with clubs and ax handles and were committing outrageous acts of
violence upon unsuspecting and innocent Democrats. The follow-
ing day, the Courier-Journal editorialized on the results of the elec-
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tion with prose that marks the end of many stolen elections: “All
things considered [the election] was as free of disturbances as could
be expected . . . that the beaten part should cry ‘fraud’ has become a
matter of course; the fairest among them, however, and the man-
lier—conscious of their own shortcomings and seeing both sides of
the record—have been disposed to take their medicine and abide by
the result.”38

Immediately following the election, selected Fusionists refused
to abide by such fraudulent results. Calling themselves the Commit-
tee of One Hundred, the leading Fusionists organized to raise the
necessary funds to contest the election and “take the police out of
politics.” As they were doing so, scrutinized returns displayed nu-
merous instances of alphabetical voting, whereby the election stubs
indicated voters had cast their ballots precisely in the order they
were listed in the registration book. In other words, someone stuff-
ing the ballot boxes had simply copied the names from the registra-
tion lists in alphabetical order. In the twelfth ward, another meeting
occurred at Pfister’s Hall denouncing the Democratic machine. The
packed audience approved a resolution backing the Fusionist chal-
lenge and branded the machine methods on election day as “atro-
cious crimes against the people of the twelfth ward.”39

The Republican Evening-Post wrote lyrically of the breadth of
the fraud in Barth’s election. There was evidence of “frauds perpe-
trated by repeaters; frauds due to conspiracies; frauds in the count;
frauds consummated only by violence; frauds open and brazen; frauds
subtle and silent; frauds in the third, frauds in the tenth; frauds in
respectable parts of town and frauds such as one might expect in the
Red Light District.”40

Leading the Fusionist campaign was Louisville attorney Helm
Bruce, who, along with James P. Helm, Alex Barrett, and William
Marshall Bullitt, began deposing hundreds of witnesses in preparing
their case before the Jefferson Chancery Court. Had it not been for
Bruce, the 1905 Louisville election would have quickly faded away
as another anecdotal episode of some “alleged election irregulari-
ties” in an obscure city election. Because of his efforts, the inner
workings of the 1905 race were revealed in ways that few elections
have ever been exposed. In addition to his hatred of Whallen’s ma-
chine, there were other elements of Bruce’s zealous desire to destroy
Whallen. He had once visited Whallen’s Buckingham Theater,
whereupon he saw several “boys not over 13 or 14 or 15 years of age,
well dressed, decent, nice looking young boys, evidently coming from
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decent homes in this city, sitting there smoking cigarettes and look-
ing at half-dressed women.”41

During the investigation, a careful review of the city’s registra-
tion lists revealed more of the full extent of the fraud. In all, there
were 1,829 known illegal registrations, of whom 793 voted in the
mayoral election. Thomas J. Godfrey, who owned a tenement house
on East Jefferson Street in the first ward, told investigators that he
had been approached shortly before registration day by four men
who offered him $45 to swear that five men lived in the house whom
Godfrey had never seen. The going rate, it seems, for illegal registra-
tions was $9 per person. Walter Peoples testified that he had been
offered $100 in the fifteenth precinct of the eleventh ward by a
Democratic sheriff, Enos Huff. Huff ’s offer was to give Peoples $75,
keep $25 for himself, and for Peoples to give the Democrats a one-
vote margin in the heavily African-American and Republican pre-
cinct. In the twelfth ward alone, 830 properly registered voters had
tried to vote but were refused because of the lack of ballots.42

In March 1907, the Jefferson Chancery Court ruled on the elec-
tion contest. By a 2–1 margin, Judges Shackleford Miller and Samuel
B. Kirby refused to overturn the election, saying that fraud was un-
doubtedly a major factor in the Democratic victories, but that such
corruption affected only nine percent of the vote, which was not
enough to invalidate the results entirely. Miller and Kirby implied
that when considering a suitable remedy to vote fraud, a court should
intervene only when it could be proven that enough votes had been
stolen to change the election’s outcome. Their standard became one
adopted by numerous scholars and jurists in dismissing instances of
election fraud as a serious threat to democracy. Judges Miller and
Kirby concluded that in the twelfth ward “many of the Democrats
behaved very badly, but the place to deal with them is in the crimi-
nal and not in the civil courts.” The decision did not lack for its
political intrigue. Whallen had supported Judge Miller in his first
election to the Chancery Court in 1897. Miller returned the favor
the following year by deciding a case in Whallen’s favor that al-
lowed the city to purchase land “at a God price” from Whallen for a
courthouse annex. Not surprisingly, Whallen firmly supported Miller
in his reelection bid in 1903.

The court’s decision was not surprising to thoughtful observers
of Louisville’s court system. In the previous three years, of eighty-
seven election cases brought before the Jefferson County Circuit
Court, only one resulted in a conviction, an African American who
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was given a six-month sentence in the workhouse. In some of these
cases, police officers involved in the 1905 election, such as Roman
Leachman and Martin Donahue, had their charges dismissed by a
grand jury. Bruce and his partners appealed the Chancellors’ ruling
to the Kentucky Court of Appeals, the state’s highest court, which
was composed of five Democrats and one Republican. Throughout
it all, Mayor Barth and his cohorts ran the city with little regard for
the contest appeal. As the months and years went by, the realistic
chances of undoing the results of the 1905 election grew increas-
ingly slim.43

In April 1907, seventeen months after the election, Kentucky’s
high court heard the case in Frankfort. Arguing for overturning the
election, William M. Bullitt asked the court, “Are elections to be
carried that way? If we cannot get relief in this case, can you con-
ceive of any election where a court of equity could give relief?” Bullitt
concluded:

When the Apostle Paul was scourged by the Roman Captain
without a trial, he made that Captain quake with fear with
the magic words “I am a Roman Citizen.” The citizens of Lou-
isville ask this high tribunal that they should make the word
“citizen” in Kentucky as sacred as it was in the days of the
Roman Empire . . . and they ask that you say once and for all
that the policemen have no greater right than a Captain of
the Roman government had, and that policemen shall be
taught once and for all that they are not excused from wrong-
doings.44

Bullitt presented the court with a chart he titled “The Rape of the
Ballot.” In it, he concluded that 6,296 voters had been disfranchised.
He was countered by Joe C. Dodd, representing the Democrats, who
told the court that the Fusionist campaign had been “designed in
fraud, backed up by vilification and abuse.” When the court ad-
journed, Whallenites who had traveled to Frankfort made some “mut-
tered threats” against Bullitt. The “real bosses,” according to the
Evening-Post, “realize that any act of violence at this time would
have disastrous results.” Instead, the stalwarts of the party spent their
time in Frankfort proclaiming their singular devotion to the party
and Governor Beckham.45

On 22 May 1907, the Court of Appeals issued a stunning rul-
ing. By a 4–2 vote, it agreed with the Fusionists that the election
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had been marked by overwhelming evidence of illegal registrations,
destroyed ballots, stolen ballot boxes, alphabetical voting, and po-
lice violence. Central to the court’s ruling was overturning the Chan-
cery Court’s finding that not enough ballots had been stolen to affect
the outcome of the election. The majority opinion, written by Judge
John B. Lassing, stated: “The force and violence used by the parti-
sans under the protection of the police; the pernicious activity of
the police themselves in and about the polling places, coupled with
the large number of illegal votes shown to have been cast, we are led
to the inevitable conclusion that a ‘free and fair’ election . . . was
not held.” The Court of Appeals went a further step and agreed with
Bullitt that 6,292 voters had been disfranchised in the election, more
than enough to overturn the election’s results. The court then pro-
nounced a spirited defense for decisive action: “We cannot feel that
our duty in this case is fully performed without insisting that it is
absolutely necessary for the preservation of a democratic form of
government, that the right of suffrage should be free and untram-
meled. No people can be said to govern themselves whose elections
are controlled by force, fear, or fraud. And the people who do not
govern themselves are slaves.” Finding that the methods used by the
Democrats were “abhorrent to the spirit of our civilization and our
Government,” the court summarily overturned the results of the 1905
city election and ordered all Louisville municipal offices vacated
immediately. Governor J. C. W. Beckham was given authority to
name an interim mayor and other city officeholders until a new elec-
tion was held in November 1907. A delirious Evening-Post claimed
that with such a “triumph of democracy,” the ruling restored “self
government to Louisville.” Outlook commented that the ruling would
“put heart into those everywhere who are fighting against the tyr-
anny of political corruption.”46

Governor Beckham quickly named Robert W. Bingham to fill
the mayor’s post. Bingham, coincidentally, had been elected county
attorney in 1905 and was one of those removed by the Court of
Appeals’ ruling. In his short tenure, Bingham worked to expose some
of the machine’s corruption within city government. In an ironic
twist, Bingham’s administration revealed that a seemingly trivial
scandal involving former mayor Barth led to a shocking conclusion.
When the administration learned that Barth had kept a prize horse
apparently purchased by the city for $750, an embarrassed Barth sent
Mayor Bingham a personal check to settle the claim. The next day,
Barth was found dead, a victim of suicide. The Courier-Journal and
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Bill Haldeman’s Times blamed Bingham for the tragedy. In private,
Bingham thought a host of other impending scandals showed “Barth
up in a way that he could not stand” and that he hoped that those
who blamed him for Barth’s death “may say the same thing regard-
ing the striped clothes worn by Bill Haldeman,” whose “dirty hands,”
Bingham claimed, were “as deep into all of the rascality election
thievery in 1905.” With the fusion movement gone and the polls
under close watch, the Democratic mayoral nominee, Owen Tyler,
lost to Republican James F. Grinstead in a relatively quiet election
in November 1907 to fill out Barth’s original term. Whallen and his
men understood that the real test of whether they could control the
city and its elections would come in the next regular election in
November 1909.47

With the Court of Appeals’ ruling and the stunning reversal of
the 1905 election, the hope grew that a new day in the political
culture of Louisville was at hand. That hope proved to be short-
lived. With the vote-fraud decision fresh in the minds of the city’s
voters, Whallen could not depend on the usual methods to ensure
victory for his partisans in the 1909 mayor’s race. Rather, Whallen
reverted to white supremacy for his drive to win back the mayor’s
office for the machine. The day before the election, the Courier-
Journal ran on its front page a letter supposedly written by a local
African American named “Pinky” to other members of a group called
the “Young Men’s Colored Republican Club.” In the letter, “Pinky”
wrote that “if the republican party wins this fall we will have every-
thing” and vowed that after a Republican victory “people of our color
will be on an equality with any dam [sic] white person.” It was an
obvious forgery, but such blatant race baiting worked. The Kentucky
Irish-American, an instrument of the Whallen machine, stated the
case plainly for its readers: “Do you want Negro domination or do
you want Louisville to remain a city of white people, for the white
people, and governed by white people?” The following day, Whallen’s
candidate won by 2,316 votes, with a majority of nearly 1,700 votes
in the twelfth ward accounting for a good part of his victory. On
election night, a very satisfied Whallen said: “I went into this fight
to win . . . and the good people of Louisville rallied to our support
with unswerving devotion.” A jubilant new mayor told Whallen,
“The people were with us in this fight and your work has been won-
derful.” Then, Whallen and Judge Shackleford Miller, who had de-
cided for the Democrats in the 1905 election contest, shook hands
in victory. Part of the reason for Whallen’s joy was reported in the



TRACY A. CAMPBELL 291

Evening-Post: Whallen and his brother won almost $10,000 in elec-
tion wagers. Days later the new mayor offered the powerful post of
Chairman of the Board of Safety to Jim Whallen, who quickly is-
sued a public statement that while both he and his brother “ear-
nestly supported the Democratic ticket,” they were not interested in
any jobs with the new administration. The Courier-Journal com-
mented that although the “Negro wards” of the ninth and tenth voted
Republican, “that vote was disappointing” to the Republicans. A
thoroughly disgusted Bingham reflected that with the return of the
“old corrupt and vicious Democratic ring, conditions here now are
as bad, if not worse, than they have ever been.”48

By the end of the decade, Louisville had witnessed a tumultu-
ous period in city hall, one with four mayors in as many years. (Re-
markably, two elections in the 1920s would repeat the 1905 pattern:
outrageous acts of vote thievery followed by courts intervening to
overturn the results of the election.) The state’s highest court had
issued a blistering indictment of Louisville’s election thievery, yet,
within months, the same forces behind that fraud were once again
effectively in charge of the city’s government. The secret ballot and
even the overturning of the 1905 city election had not reformed
Louisville’s electoral corruption or altered the city’s political cul-
ture. Rather, new methods were employed to achieve the same re-
sults.

The return to power of the Whallenites also had one tangible
effect on the city’s police force. By 1908, of fifty-two officers who
had been implicated in the Chancery Court records as having par-
ticipated in some form of election fraud, twenty-four had been dis-
missed from the force because of this activity, and eight more had
resigned, among them Roman Leachman. One local newspaper de-
clared that the police themselves were particularly pleased with the
new dynamics in city politics since they would no longer have to
contribute money to Democratic coffers, or “do humiliating deeds
for the Courier-Journal’s crowd.” In November 1909, shortly after
the Whallenites returned to power, six of the fired officers were sud-
denly reappointed to their duties. Some, like Frank Buddell, went
on to lengthy careers and received their city pension. Others suf-
fered no penalties at all for their activities. Officer Steve Wickham,
in fact, had been promoted to captain in July 1907. The alliance
between Louisville’s corrupt political machine and the city’s police
force, which served as a powerful instrument of fraud on election
day, remained intact.49



MACHINE POLITICS, POLICE CORRUPTION, AND VOTE FRAUD292

Historians and political scientists have been quick to dismiss
Gilded Age election fraud as a significant factor in analyzing elec-
tion outcomes, or to relegate it to the issue of voter turnout. To those
living in Louisville in the early 1900s, vote fraud was an organic
component of the local political culture and served to destroy confi-
dence in the outcome of a given race. Claims that election fraud was
minimal in locales where there was strong party competition also do
not explain the Louisville case. Party competition, in fact, gave rise
to even greater theft by the Democrats when the Fusionists seriously
threatened them. Not only was there a strong Republican opposi-
tion to Whallen’s Democratic machine, but solid newspaper cover-
age proudly revealed the vote fraud to all interested observers.
Although city reformers, newspaper editors, and the state’s highest
court had taken direct action against the fraud, in the end all had
little effect in ending or even curbing the culture of vote stealing in
Louisville.50

As the example of Louisville shows, in order to clarify our un-
derstanding of the origins of political power, scholars should refocus
their lens on the dynamics of local elections and the persistent strain
of vote fraud and other assorted forms of “irregularities” that were a
common staple of Gilded Age political culture. Rather than casu-
ally assuming that election results were the authentic voice of the
electorate that should be analyzed with statistical precision to de-
termine what “the people” wanted, scholars should further explore
the social history of local and state elections to see that the essence
of election day was not about getting outvoted, but being outcounted.
By demystifying the methods by which those who exercised politi-
cal power sometimes obtained office, the slow but steady assault upon
the democratic process that marked the early 1900s will be further
illuminated.51
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Notes

1. Most of the scholarship concerning the effects of the secret ballot have
focused on voter turnout, not partisan outcomes. Highlighting the Australian bal-
lot as the source of honest elections in the Gilded Age has a lengthy history in
historical and political writing. In 1918, Charles Seymour and Donald Paige Frary
concluded that since the introduction of the Australian ballot, “the purity of elec-
tions is incomparably higher” and that “fraud is not common.” How the World Votes:
The Story of Democratic Development in Elections  (Springfield, Mass., 1918), 256. In
some well-known areas of corrupt southern politics, historians have followed
Seymour and Frary. William D. Miller, for example, dismissed suggestions of wide-
spread fraud in Mr. Crump of Memphis  (Baton Rouge, 1964), 73–76. In another
southern city, New Orleans, George M. Reynolds concluded that to suggest that
the local machine “by concerted effort, stole elections, by the use of stuffed ballot
boxes, crooked count, false registrations, floaters, and police coercion is far from
true.” Machine Politics in New Orleans, 1897–1926  (New York, 1936), 129–30. In
The Winning of the Midwest: Social and Political Conflict, 1888–1896  (Chicago, 1971),
Richard Jensen asserted that with the introduction of the Australian ballot, “save
for isolated pockets of corruption, the elections of the Midwest entered an era of
honesty” (43). More recently, this historiographical trend has continued. A critical
article is Howard W. Allen and Kay Warren Allen, “Vote Fraud and Data Validity,”
in Jerome M. Clubb, William H. Flanigan, and Nancy H. Zingale, eds., Analyzing
Electoral History: A Guide to the Study of American Voter Behavior  (Beverly Hills,
1981): 153–93. Allen and Allen conclude that stories of widespread vote fraud
were “probably gross exaggerations,” and, more to the point, even if vote fraud was
more prevalent than they admit, “the greatest portion of fraudulent election activi-
ties probably posed no major threat to the validity of election data” (179). See also
Paul Kleppner, Continuity and Change in Electoral Politics, 1893–1928  (New York,
1987), 164–71. Alexander Keyssar, in The Right to V ote: The Contested Histor y of
Democracy in the United States  (New York, 2000), mostly agrees with the Allens
that widespread claims of early 1900s election fraud were exaggerated. “Most elec-
tions,” Keyssar writes of the Gilded Age, “appear to have been honestly conducted:
ballot-box stuffing, bribery, and intimidation were the exception, not the rule” (160).
For some contemporary accounts, see Clinton Rogers Woodruff, “Election Meth-
ods and Reforms in Philadelphia,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and
Social Science (March 1901): 181–204, and Abram C. Bernheim, “The Ballot in
New York,” Political Science Quarterly 4 (March 1889): 130–52. An important ar-
ticle is Genevieve B. Gist, “Progressive Reform in a Rural Community: The Adams
County Vote-Fraud Case,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review  (June 1961): 60–78.
See also Herbert J. Bass, “The Politics of Ballot Reform in New York State, 1888–
1890,” New York History (July 1961): 253–72; Peter H. Argersinger, “New Perspec-
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