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	Senate Fistfight: February 22, 1902
	Ben Tillman (D-SC) [image: image7.jpg]




	From its earliest days, the Senate has consistently stressed the importance of decorum in its proceedings. Of the Senate's first twenty rules, ten dealt with proper behavior. Vice President Thomas Jefferson included in his now-classic Manual of Parliamentary Practice a telling passage that reads as if it had been taken from a schoolroom wall. "No one is to disturb another in his speech by hissing, coughing, spitting, speaking or whispering to another; nor to stand up or interrupt him; nor to pass between the Speaker and the speaking member; nor to go across the [Senate chamber], or to walk up and down it, or to take books or papers from the [clerk's] table, or write there." 

	On February 22, 1902, John McLaurin, South Carolina's junior senator, raced into the Senate chamber and pronounced that state's senior senator, Ben Tillman, guilty of "a willful, malicious, and deliberate lie." Standing nearby, Tillman spun around and punched McLaurin squarely in the jaw. The chamber exploded in pandemonium as members struggled to separate the South Carolina delegation. In a long moment, it was over, but not without stinging bruises both to bystanders and to the Senate's sense of decorum.

	Although Tillman and McLaurin had once been political allies, the relationship had recently cooled. Both were Democrats, but McLaurin had moved closer to the Republicans, who then controlled Congress, the White House, and a lot of South Carolina patronage. When McLaurin changed his position to support Republicans on a controversial treaty, Tillman's rage erupted. With McLaurin away from the chamber, he had charged that his colleague had succumbed to "improper influences."

	On February 28, 1902, the Senate censured both men and added to its rules the provision that "No senator in debate shall, directly or indirectly, by any form of words impute to another Senator or to other Senators any conduct or motive unworthy or unbecoming a Senator."

	Reference Items: Simkins, Francis Butler.  Pitchfork Ben Tillman: South Carolinian.  Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1944.  
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	Tillman Political Cartoon #1 

“THE SILVER CANDLE AND THE MOTHS.”

Citation:  Judge, New York, N.Y.
Humorous (Republican), founded 1881
Weekly (Saturdays), circ 85,000.  July 25, 1896.
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	Tillman Political Cartoon #2 

“Suggested by Senator Tillman's Speech in the Senate of the United States.”

Citation: People's Advocate, Columbiana, Alabama
Silver Democratic
Weekly (Thursdays). March 19, 1896.

	[image: image3.jpg]SENATOR TILLMAN'S ALLEGORICAL COW.

“Senator Tillman’s Allegorical Cows. ” These cartoons, drawn to Tillman’s specifications
and entered into the Congressional Record, show “his idea of the present American

situation.” Library of Congress.





	“Pitchfork Ben” Tillman Addresses the 1896 Democratic Convention

	The most famous speech in American political history was delivered by William Jennings Bryan on July 9, 1896, at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, but it was preceded by two other significant speeches. The subject under debate was currency, a central issue in the 1896 presidential election. The issue was whether to endorse the free coinage of silver at a ratio of silver to gold of 16 to 1. (This inflationary measure would have increased the amount of money in circulation and aided cash-poor and debt-burdened farmers.) Senator Benjamin Tillman of South Carolina supported the measure, but misjudged his audience by framing the silver issue as a sectional one. Tillman’s fiery and strange appearance only reinforced the belief of some delegates that he was a madman. His disastrous performance dashed his hopes to be the silverite candidate for the U.S. presidency. 

	When this convention disperses, I hope my fellow citizens will have a different opinion of the man with the pitchfork from South Carolina. I am from South Carolina, which was the home of secession. [Great hissing.] Oh, hiss if you like. There are only three things on earth which can hiss—a goose, a serpent, and a man, and the man who hisses the name of South Carolina has no knowledge whatever of its grand history. But I tell you I do not come from the South Carolina of 1860, which you charge brought about the disruption of the Democratic Party. The war there declared was for the emancipation of the black slaves. I come now from a South Carolina which demands the emancipation of the white slaves. You charge that in 1860 South Carolina brought about the disruption of the Democratic Party. I say to you now that I am willing to see the Democratic Party disrupted again to accomplish the emancipation of the white slaves. New York for twenty years or more has been the one dominant factor and dictator of the National Democratic Party. While we want to thank New York and Connecticut and New Jersey for the aid extended to us in the past, I want to say to you here that we have at last recognized in the South that we are mere hewers of wood and drawers of water, while the great states I have named have eaten up our substance. My friends say this is not a sectional issue. I say it is.

[Great scenes of disorder then ensued, and quiet was restored with difficulty. Many times the senator was interrupted, but he went on:]

I deny utterly that there is any sectional feeling over this silver issue. I have been in the East ten days, and nine-tenths of the voters in those States are for silver. The Democratic and Republican political machines, by the use of money, have stifled the sentiments of the people on this money question.

[References by the speaker to Senator Hill brought a renewal of the storm, and Senator Tillman was obliged to raise his voice to a shout as he ended:]

As Grover Cleveland stands for gold monometallism, we have repudiated him. We are diametrically opposed to his policy, and why should we write ourselves down as asses and liars? They ask us to say that he is honest. Well, in reply I say he signed a contract for bonds in secret, with one of his partners as a witness. Nobody disputes his boldness or obstinacy. He had the courage to overthrow the Constitution of the United States when he overrode the rights of the citizens of Illinois and sent federal troops into this state. You ask us to indorse his fidelity. In reply, I say he has been faithful unto death—the death of the Democratic Party. We have denounced him in South Carolina as a tool of Wall Street, and what was prophecy then is history now. Senator John Sherman’s speech in the Senate in support of the Administration’s money policy was but the certificate of a Cleveland Republican. I tell you that the Democratic Party of the United States will turn out the party in this fall’s election if it dares indorse Grover Cleveland here. I tell you you dare not go before this country after indorsing the Cleveland administration. We of the South have burned our bridges behind us so far as the Eastern Democrats are concerned. We have turned our faces to the West and they have responded. I have only a few more words to say, and I know that you will be asked to do this by time-serving politicians, the men who follow and never lead public opinion. Once again I say to you that we must refuse to indorse the Cleveland Administration or go before the country stultified.

	Source: Public Opinion, Vol. 21 (16 July 1896): 69–71.
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	Tillman Political Cartoon #3

“Reading Senator Tillman's Speech.”

Citation: People's Advocate, Columbiana, Alabama

Silver Democratic

Weekly (Thursdays).  February 27, 1896.
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	Tillman Political Cartoon #4 

"HELL BROTH."

Citation:  Harper's Weekly, New York, N.Y.
Literary, founded 1856
Harper & Bros.
Weekly (Saturdays), circ 80,000.  October 10, 1896.

	In 1900 “Pitchfork” Ben Tillman, then a US Senator from South Carolina, made this speech on the floor of the United States Congress:

	“As white men we are not sorry for it, and we do not propose to apologize for anything we have done in connection with it. We took the government away from them in 1876 ....We did not disfranchise the negroes until 1895. Then we had a constitutional convention convened which took the matter up calmly, deliberately, and avowedly with the purpose of disfranchising as many of them as we could under the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments. We adopted the educational qualification as the only means left to us, and the negro is as contented and as prosperous and as well protected in South Carolina today as in any State of the Union south of the Potomac. He is not meddling with politics, for he found that the more he meddled with them the worse off he got. As to his “rights” – I will not discuss them now. We of the South have never recognized the right of the negro to govern the white man, and we never will. We have never believed him to be equal to the white man, and we will not submit to his gratifying his lust on our wives and daughters without lynching him. I would to God the last one of them was in Africa and that none of them had ever been brought to our shores.”
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	“Senator Tillman to tell the difference between black and white in Orchestra Hall tonight.  Will he strike a D-sharp with a pitchfork or give us soft harmonies with a tuning fork?”  Cartoon from the front page of the Chicago daily Tribune, 27 Nov. 1906.

	Excerpts from Inaugural Address to the General Assembly of South Carolina 1890.

· MSS 80, Series 3, Box 17, Folder 237.  “P.U. Correspondence 1848-1940”.  Inaugural Address to the 

General Assembly of South Carolina 1890.

	


