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The Downfall of Senator George
F. Edmunds: The Election of 1884

Rather than join the Mugwumps and leave
his party, or endorse a candidate he could
not respect, U.S. Senator George Edmunds
took a stand that sent a strong message
about his hopes for the country and the
future direction of the party but had grave
consequences for his own future.

By BENJAMIN WARD

eorge F. Edmunds of Vermont rose rapidly to national prom-

inence as a young member of the United States Senate dur-

ing the Gilded Age of politics. A principled, if at times stub-

born man, Edmunds devoted himself to public service and the
well-being of the American people. His abolitionist family, who had
been Republicans since the days of Lincoln, helped shape Edmunds’
beliefs.! As leader of the Half-Breed faction of the Republican Party,
Edmunds first and foremost advocated strongly for government re-
form.? Early in his career, Republican Party leaders tapped him to be
chairman of the Judiciary Committee,® he served as president pro tem-
pore of the United States Senate from 1883 to 1885,* and was in charge
of creating the electoral commission that settled the election of 1876.5
Party leaders twice put him forward as a presidential candidate,’ and
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nominated him for the Supreme Court.” He is responsible for the pas-
sage of the Tenure of Office Act through the Senate,® and he was the
principal author of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act.” Above all, he re-
mained deeply devoted to the ideals of the Republican Party and what
he understood to be the goal and purpose of public service.

An exacting politician who set high standards for himself and those
around him, Edmunds quickly established himself as a man who knew
constitutional law as few others of his time did, and he rose through
the senatorial ranks of power and influence with remarkable speed.
Had he stayed the course, he might be remembered as one of the great
senators of the Gilded Age. In
1891, however, after serving twenty-
five years, he resigned from the
Senate, choosing instead to retreat
to the relative seclusion of a private
law practice in Philadelphia before
fully retiring to live out his days in
Pasadena, California, where he died
in 1919.

Most, if not all Vermont senators
serve until they decide they are
physically incapable of serving any
longer. So why did a man who had
done so much in such a short time
resign from the Senate, when he
could almost certainly have served
for many more successful years?
George FE  Edmunds. Date Throughout his eighteen years as a
unknown. Library of Congress  senator, Edmunds had been able to
Online Database. walk the often-necessary fine line

between personal principles and

political compromise. In the elec-
tion of 1884, however, Edmunds faced a situation that forced him to
make a critical and strategic choice between supporting his party’s
presidential candidate, Senator James G. Blaine, and staying true to his
personal beliefs. This article examines that dilemma and Edmunds’
struggle to maintain his political balance during this time. The calcu-
lated decisions he made in 1884 led to a premature decline in power,
eventually causing him to withdraw from public life, effectively ending
a distinguished political career.




TaE ELEcTION OF 1884

The 1884 presidential election pitted the controversial James G.
Blaine, a Republican from Maine, against Democrat Grover Cleveland.
Blaine started his career in the U.S. House of Representative and served
as speaker of the House for six years, becoming a U.S. senator in 1876.
He was an ambitious politician who had set his sights on the White
House as early as 1876. After failing again to gain the Republican nom-
ination for president in the election of 1880 as a Stalwart, he served as
secretary of state under President James A. Garfield and found it expe-
dient to switch loyalties and become a Half-Breed.!°

The Half-Breed faction of the Republican Party framed itself as a
moderate, reform-minded branch of the party. Their rivals, the Stal-
warts, were more conservative Re-
publicans who benefited from the
spoils system. The Stalwarts ac-
cused the Half-Breeds of being half-
hearted Republicans and the name
“Half-Breeds” stuck.!! While both
Vermont senators, Edmunds and
Justin Smith Morrill, were consid-
ered Half-Breeds, newspapers in the
state do not seem to have been par-
ticularly partial one way or an-
other.” It seems the state was par-
tial to reform but cared more about
the Republican Party rather than
the separate factions.

Blaine was a highly influential
member of the Republican Party, James G. Blaine. Photo taken
yet unlike Edmunds, whose reputa- between 1870-1880. Library of
tion was synonymous with integrity, = Congress Online Database.
an 1876 scandal involving the Pacific
Railroad and a collection of papers
known as the Mulligan Letters tinged Blaine’s reputation with corrup-
tion."* A House of Representatives committee investigating the issue
found evidence suggesting Blaine used political power to further per-
sonal interests, helping broker a deal to sell Little Rock and Fort Smith
Railroad bonds. However, before the committee could obtain the criti-
cal evidence, Blaine reportedly cornered James Mulligan, the man in
possession of correspondence that could prove damning to him, and
tried to bribe Mulligan with a consulship.!* When this failed, Blaine




asked to read the letters and pledged on his honor to return them,
which he did.”® However, when he asked to reread them and Mr. Mul-
ligan obliged, Blaine refused to give up the letters. As a result, no alle-
gations were proven in the trial.!'* Public press surrounding this scandal,
combined with Blaine’s close relationship with Jay Gould, whose repu-
tation as a ruthless railroad tycoon and unsavory character was widely
disparaged,” further tainted Blaine and lent additional credence to the
allegations, convincing many of his guilt. Thomas Nast of Harper’s
Weekly, used the nickname “The Plumed Knight” as an ironic moniker
highlighting Blaine’s ability to float above his darker dealings.'

Despite the negative publicity surrounding the Mulligan Letters,
Blaine’s popularity grew. In the year that the incident occurred, Blaine
won election to the Senate. His charisma and considerable public
speaking skills kept him in the favor of his fellow politicians despite the
taint of corruption.”” Blaine set his sights on the presidential election of
1884 after unsuccessfully seeking his party’s nomination in 1876 and
1880.%

The Republican Party faced great controversy and uncertainty dur-
ing the election of 1884. While Chester Arthur conducted himself with
dignity following President James Garfield’s assassination, he did little
to distinguish himself as a president. Some questionable cabinet selec-

“A Roaring Farce, The Plumed
Knight in the Clean Shirt.” Car-
toon by Thomas Nast.

Published by Harper’s Weekly, 28
June 1884. Nast shows Blaine put-
ting on a shirt with his legs through
the arm holes. The clean shirt rep-
resents Blaine trying to cover up
his stained past, but the fact that
the shirt is upside down shows that
no matter how hard he tries, he will
never be able to cover up his cor-
ruption. Courtesy of the New York
State Library.




tions and lapses in judgment ultimately made him undesirable to a sig-
nificant body of Republicans, and he garnered weak support for nomi-
nation at the 1884 convention.” Blaine presented Arthur’s most serious
competition. Yet with the Mulligan Letters still hovering over Blaine’s
reputation, many Republicans who championed reform saw him as an
unattractive candidate.”? Independents such as Theodore Roosevelt put
forward the name of George F. Edmunds as a third nominee.”® Ed-
munds, however, expressed many times he had no desire to be presi-
dent. In a conversation with Senator Hoar of Massachusetts pertaining
to his nomination, Edmunds said, “If I know myself I have no desire to
be president . .. I would say so in a public letter but I suppose the
chances of my nomination are so slight that it might seem ridiculous to
decline.”?* This evidence leads to the speculation that Edmunds’ nomi-
nation served primarily to draw votes away from Blaine.® The ballots
showed Arthur and Blaine as the front-runners with Edmunds trailing
behind. Because Blaine and Edmunds were both of the Half-Breed
faction of the Republican Party, those supporting Edmunds most likely
hoped to take votes from Blaine, allowing Arthur to prevail.

Blaine stood for much of what Edmunds found distasteful about the
political climate in the Republican Party.® Edmunds passionately be-
lieved that a senator should work for the betterment of his state and
countrymen.”’ He saw Blaine as an opportunist working only for per-
sonal gain, the antithesis of everything he believed a senator should be.
In speaking about Blaine’s corruption and relationship with Jay Gould,
Edmunds wrote, “It is my deliberate opinion that Senator Blaine acts as
the attorney of Jay Gould. Whenever Mr. Thurman and I have settled
upon legislation to bring the Pacific Railroad to terms of equity with the
government, up has jumped Mr. James G. Blaine musket in hand, from
behind the breastworks of Jay Gould’s lobby to fire in our faces.”?
Adding to Edmunds’ grievances, Blaine did not support the Civil Ser-
vice Reform Act, a bill championed by the Half-Breeds requiring posi-
tions within the federal government to be based on merit, not party af-
filiation.® While Arthur only came around to support civil service
reform two years prior to the convention, he most likely would still
have been the preferable candidate in the eyes of Edmunds and his
supporters.

To Edmunds, Blaine represented a threat to the future of the country
and the Republican Party. Edmunds’ correspondences with his per-
sonal friend and occasional confidant, George Perkins Marsh, expressed
this concern.*® Edmunds voiced fears about the unity and direction of
the Republican Party in the years leading up to the 1884 presidential



election.® He saw the party being consumed by politicians who were
more concerned with advancing their own careers than with serving the
American people.’> He held the petty squabbles between Republican
politicians in contempt, believing such actions crippled the potential of
the party. “The state of political affairs,” he wrote, “is not very encour-
aging . . .so that [ am not in a very cheerful state of mind and I wish
myself farming in California.”** In Edmunds’ view, Blaine’s corruption
and blind ambition made him the symbol of everything wrong with
American politics; the prospect of a Blaine presidency threatened the
very core of all that Edmunds felt the Republican Party should
represent.

EpMuUNDS’ DILEMMA

Edmunds and the independents failed to take enough votes away
from Blaine to keep him from securing the nomination,* putting Ed-
munds in a compromised situation. Upon Blaine’s nomination, the Re-
publican Party fractured. A group of influential, predominantly Eastern
elites labeled themselves the Mugwumps, and left the party. Prominent
men such as Mark Twain, Carl Schurz, and Thomas Nast became stan-
dard bearers for the Mugwump dissidents.*

“Death Before Dishonor. Vir-
ginius ‘On thee and on thy head
be this blood!’”” Cartoon by
Thomas Nast. Published by
Harpers Weekly, 21 June 1884.
This cartoon refers to a story
from ancient Rome where the
corrupt leader demanded to
have intercourse with Virginius’s
daughter. Rather than let her be
dishonored he chose to kill her.
So like Virginius, Nast as a Mug-
wump is choosing to kill the
Republican Party rather than let
it be dishonored. Courtesy of the
New York State Library.




In response, prominent Republican politicians were being called
upon to condemn the actions of these Mugwump traitors and endorse
Blaine’s candidacy.*® Few endorsements would carry more importance
than that of Edmunds, the choice candidate of many of the same people
now leaving the Republican Party.”” Edmunds would not have been
alone in endorsing Blaine had he succumbed to party pressures: Theo-
dore Roosevelt, George Hoar, and Edmunds’ Vermont senatorial part-
ner, Justin Morrill, toed the party line.*® Morrill, who declined to be an
Edmunds delegate in the 1884 convention for fear that Edmunds could
not win the party nomination, wrote with certainty about Edmunds’
sway over the public, especially in the state of New York, which ulti-
mately cast the deciding electoral votes: “It is doubtful with the demo-
cratic party united, as it appears to be now, whether any which could be
presented by us can carry New York ... Arthur, [William] Sherman,
Blaine, [Robert] Lincoln and [John] Logan would be badly beaten. Ed-
munds I believe would win ... Itis nonsense to claim New York is not
a necessity.”® In fact, the New York delegates that were elected to the
Republican convention in Chicago were all Edmunds men. While this
was as much because of the dislike of Blaine as it was Edmunds’ popu-
larity, it shows that to many, Edmunds was the best choice and the voice
of reason.*’ Both are proof that Edmunds was clearly influential with
anti-Blaine Republicans in New York that were represented by Theo-
dore Roosevelt at the convention. Surely Blaine and his Republicans,
as well as the Mugwump dissidents, must have been eager to see where
Edmunds would stand. Edmunds, however, would not abandon his
principles to protect his career. Rather than join the Mugwumps and
leave his party, or endorse a candidate he could not respect, Edmunds
took a stand that sent a strong message about his hopes for the country
and the future direction of the party.

Edmunds refused to endorse Blaine after the Republican convention
in Chicago, dashing the party’s hopes for Edmunds’ support in securing
the dissident and independent vote.*’ One New York Newspaper wrote,
“To the Blaine Republicans the silence of Edmunds. . . [was]. .. most
exasperating... In order that the overwhelming tide of Independent
Revolt might be stemmed, they had entertained the hope that the can-
didate who received the bulk of the independent votes would raise his
voice in approval.” The Republicans’ last hope for an Edmunds en-
dorsement came at a Republican convention in Burlington, Vermont.
Much to the party regulars’ disappointment, Edmunds did not mention
Blaine or the Chicago convention once in the entire speech. In fact,
Edmunds went so far as to express sympathy with the public’s doubts



about the current standing of the Republican Party, affirming the “lib-
erty of belief, of opinion, and of action, that belongs to citizenship.”*
Many viewed Edmunds encouraging people to vote their conscience as
a tacit endorsement of the Mugwump actions.

Edmunds’ decision to stand against the Republican majority by re-
fusing to endorse Blaine was widely regarded as a significant factor
contributing to Blaine’s exceedingly narrow loss.** Had Blaine claimed
the presidency, the rift created within the Republican Party might have
become permanent. By not endorsing Blaine, Edmunds believed he
had helped to keep the party intact and prevent a corrupt politician
from entering the White House. However, Edmunds’ actions had grave
consequences for his own future.

THE RAMIFICATIONS

Edmunds’ decision not to support Blaine made him an outright en-
emy of Blaine and his supporters within the Republican Party.* When
Edmunds’ senate term expired in 1886, Blaine and his supporters
poured considerable amounts of money into a campaign to prevent his
reelection.* At this time U.S. senators were still elected by the State
legislature, and many within the Vermont Republican Party were un-
doubtedly upset with Edmunds’ decision. “Do you believe,” wrote
Blaine supporter Daniel Tarbell, “he [Edmunds] sulked during the cam-
paign of 1884, and refused to assist the party that gave him all the emi-
nence he ever had as a statesman, and thereby on account of his per-
sonal dislike to James G. Blaine refused to contribute his support. . .
There are honest, intelligent Republicans who believe he is guilty.”*
This statement represents only part of the uprising against Edmunds in
the 1886 election year.

As the election drew near, newspapers chose sides, attacking or de-
fending Edmunds’ character and responding to articles written by other
papers. The Vermont Watchman, which defended Edmunds in 1884
even after he chose not to support Blaine outright, accused him of
drunkenness and moral ambiguity in 1886.4 The Burlington Free Press
continued staunch support of Edmunds, and many smaller newspapers
took sides one way or the other. While the majority of the state and its
newspapers stayed loyal to Edmunds, the backlash against him was
fierce. The anti-Edmunds contingent pulled no punches in an effort to
overthrow the longstanding senator. One writer speculated that
Blaine’s close friends and supporters funded the movement against Ed-
munds.* The assault underscored the depth of Blaine and his support-
ers’ feelings of contempt. Blaine’s dislike of Edmunds took on a public



dimension when Edmunds extended a hand of reconciliation to Blaine
at President Arthur’s funeral in 1886, a hand Blaine denied.*

Despite these efforts, Edmunds handily won the 1886 election, gain-
ing 29 out of 30 votes in the senate and 199 out of 234 in the house. The
other Republican candidate received only 8 votes in the house and no
votes in the senate.”

The depth of the Republican backlash against Edmunds was such
that Justin Morrill wrote a letter, urging the Vermont Senate not to de-
pose Edmunds despite what Morrill described as a “grave error” in de-
nying Blaine support in the election of 1884.5! The significance of this
letter should not be underestimated. Though the legislature had rou-
tinely returned all eligible senators to office, Morrill believed that Ed-
munds’ actions in the election of 1884 so seriously affected his reputa-
tion that there was a risk the legislature might not reelect him. Clearly,
Edmunds had fallen out of favor with the core of the Republican Party,
both in Vermont and on the national stage, paying a high price for his
decision.

For ten years Edmunds had been a giant in the Senate, respected
even by many Democrats.”> However, during the seven years after the
election of 1884, Edmunds saw his power decline rapidly.*

TENURE OF OFFICE BATTLE

When he returned to the Senate in 1886, as Vermont’s re-elected sen-
ator, Edmunds’ standing, though diminished, still carried some of the
luster of his past accomplishments. Edmunds used this legacy to attempt
to gather the Republican Party and begin an attack on President Cleve-
land. He used The Tenure of Office Act to spearhead this effort.

The Tenure of Office Act restricted the president’s ability to suspend
or appoint federal officials without the consent of the Senate. The pas-
sage of this act in 1867 is recognized as one of Edmunds’ first major ac-
complishments as a senator, and therefore held special significance to
him. In this case, he believed it was the right tool for the job of regain-
ing the Republican Party’s power in 1886 to shape and influence the
political agenda.

President Cleveland had suspended 643 officials during his first years
in office, many of whom had written the Senate proclaiming they had
done nothing to justify being removed from their positions.** Edmunds
called for the Republican Party to rally around the Tenure of Office Act
and attack Cleveland. He tempted his party with the possibility of
shaming the president and his administration by showing America that
their president had abandoned reform principles.



It is possible that the motives behind Edmunds’ attack went deeper
than just shaming the president and the Democratic Party. Edmunds
would be accomplishing two important outcomes, were he to win this
battle against Cleveland: he would diminish the president’s power by
showing Cleveland’s corruption; and perhaps as important, he would be
able to undermine Blaine, who adamantly opposed the bill and all it
stood for.* If successful, Edmunds might again be in a position to influ-
ence the trajectory of reform efforts that the Half-Breeds stood for,
while diminishing his political rival’s voice. Edmunds must have been
aware that his battle against Cleveland, if successful, would have vindi-
cated him in the eyes of party regulars and possibly provide a path to-
ward regaining his prestige and power within the party.

The Judiciary Committee, of which Edmunds was still a senior mem-
ber,”” led the proceedings. They called for Cleveland to hand over pa-
pers explaining his motives for suspending the officials. Attorney Gen-
eral Augustus H. Garland forwarded the papers pertaining only to
pending nominations of officials, but failed to produce those pertaining
to the suspensions.™

Edmunds beseeched the Senate not to approve any officials who had
been appointed by the president until he agreed to show the grounds
on which he had suspended the 643 previous officials. This was a critical
piece of Edmunds’ plan for vindication. If the Senate approved any of
the officials appointed by Cleveland, that might show the public that
the Senate had conceded to the president and that Edmunds was on the
losing side of an already uphill battle. Edmunds’ request to the Senate
went unfulfilled. When it became clear that public sentiment was on
Cleveland’s side, the Republican Party withdrew their support of Ed-
munds’ position and began approving Cleveland’s officials.* Edmunds’
fight against Cleveland to regain standing was lost.

Before the election of 1884, a similar request by Edmunds to the Sen-
ate would have almost certainly carried more weight. After 1884, Ed-
munds found himself in an untenable position. He no longer com-
manded the same respect he once had, and the enticement of publicly
shaming Cleveland was not sufficient to keep the party loyal to his
cause throughout the controversy. The Senate began approving Cleve-
land’s appointments as soon as it became clear that the prospects for
the Tenure of Office battle were dim. Edmunds continued, almost
alone, to fight his losing battle against Cleveland. However, he seems to
have lost what was left of his influence and power within the Senate.
The Tenure of Office Act would be repealed entirely in 1887

Selig Adler, who wrote about the Tenure of Office Act, saw the ordeal



as a miscalculated error that caused the decline of Edmunds within the
Senate. Adler contended that this overzealous blunder ended the career
of the skilled politician. It seems more likely, however, that Edmunds
knew he was dealing with the consequences of his actions from the
election of 1884. Rather than the Tenure of Office battle being the
cause of his decline, as Adler suggests, Edmunds’ decision two years
earlier in the election 1884 most likely predetermined the fate of that
failed effort. The Tenure of Office battle was more likely his attempt to
see if he could regain his previous standing within the Senate.®

In his last year in office, Edmunds continued to serve as Republican
Conference chairman® and acted as the principal author of the Sher-
man Antitrust Act,”? without having his name associated with the bill. It
seems that while the Republican senators wanted Edmunds’ expertise
and experience, they did not want his controversial name on the bill.
Excluding his overlooked work on the Sherman Antitrust Act, Ed-
munds remained more or less inactive during his last five years as Ver-
mont’s senator. In the spring of 1891, he voluntarily resigned from of-
fice. He publicly ascribed his retirement to failing health and a desire to
move to California and a warmer climate. Despite this claim, many be-
lieved there may have been other factors motivating his retirement. The
Vermont Tribune called his retirement at such a young age “a little re-
markable,” and the Phillipsburg (Kansas) Herald published an article
titled, “No Place for Edmunds” upon hearing about his retirement, say-
ing the Senate was no longer a place that coincided with Edmunds’ core
principles and beliefs.®

After his resignation (despite his claim that Washington and Vermont
climates were bad for his health), Edmunds first moved to Philadelphia,
where he continued his work as a lawyer.* There he argued several
cases before the U.S. Supreme Court, including the case Pollock vs.
Farmers’ Loan and Trust Co., which resulted in altering the income tax
code.® Edmunds eventually left Philadelphia and lived out the remain-
der of his days in relative obscurity in southern California, before dying
in 1919,% fulfilling the vision he had suggested to George Perkins Marsh
years earlier.

Upon his retirement, Harper’s Weekly and the New York Times both
published articles praising Edmunds. The Times wrote, “The retirement
of Edmunds is doubtless a public calamity; it is an illustration of the
degeneracy of our politics in general and the Senate of the United
States in particular. . . [Edmunds] has devoted his life to the service of
the public.”” Harper’s Weekly stated, “Were all his colleagues whom he
salutes in farewell of the same quality with himself, the Senate would
still deserve Chatham’s eulogy of the Continental Congress,”®



The Vermont senator’s actions may have angered and perplexed
many, but Edmunds had a clear notion of how a politician should be-
have. In one of the few revealing pieces written by Edmunds, “Politics
as a Career,” he stressed that a politician must be unambitious and de-
voted to his patriotic duty to better the lives of the American people.
“In the century of our political existence, there have been very few, in-
deed if any, instances of the pursuit of politics as a career otherwise
than in the lowest forms to which we have alluded.”® Edmunds’ cher-
ished principles could not allow him to abandon the Republican Party
he had championed and believed in for so long; at the same time, he
could not bring himself to endorse a man whose presidency he believed
would be detrimental to the country as a whole.

CONCLUSION

What makes Edmunds’ stand significant is that he acted indepen-
dently in order to serve his country as his conscience dictated. He eas-
ily could have cashed in his chips on the side of Blaine and retained his
power and authority within the Republican Party. He would have quite
possibly continued to grow in prestige and power and have been re-
membered as one of the giants of the Gilded Age. Instead, Edmunds
made a decision that ended his career and may well have handed the
Democrats their first national election in twenty-eight years.”

The wisdom of Edmunds’ choice is debatable, but for him it seems
there was no alternative. He was elected and valued by the people of
Vermont, and indeed the nation, for the same reasons he eventually lost
power: he was a man who chose principles over politics, a man who, in
the words of the New York Times, “devoted his life to the service of the
public.””!
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