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JULY, 1908:
DEMOCRATS
DESCEND ON
DENVER

In early 1908, Denver, Colorado
was a hubbub of activity as the city at
the foot of the Rocky Mountains
prepared to host the first national
political convention held west of the
Mississippi  River. It
distinction for the Mile High City to

host the Democratic National Convent-

was a

ion in July of 1908 and to bring
national attention to not only a western
city, but issues that were important to
the mining and agricultural west. The
eventual nominee, Nebraskan William
Jennings

Bryan, personified

Westerners’ stance on vital issues.

-Courtesy Denver Public Library

of 2008,
Democratic Party will

the

convene in

In August

Denver on the centennial of the city’s
first (and only) national party conven-
1908,
competing cities by pledging $100,000

tion. In Denver beat out
to finance the get-together. One
hundred years later, the city’s stake
was $100 million to land the conclave
for Denver.

Robert Speer, the progressive
Denver mayor, saw the 1908 conven-
tion as a venue to showcase his “city

Denver’s new Municipal Auditorium from the intersection
of 14th and Curtis in 1908. It is now the Ellie Caulkins
Opera House.

-Courtesy Denver Public Library

beautiful program” to the rest of the
nation. This rejuvenation program had
transformed the Queen City of the
Plains from a cow town to the
cosmopolitan center of the western
United States.

The centerpiece of this beautifica-
tion project was the construction of a
new Municipal Auditorium at 14th and
Curtis Streets. It came to be called the
Auditorium Theater and is now the
Ellie Calkins Opera House, an integral
part of the Denver Center for the
Performing Arts. The cornerstone for
the Auditorium was laid in September
of 1907 and the building was
completed with enviable efficiency by
June 1, 1908 to coincide with Speer’s
inauguration and in time for the

national convention.

July 3, “The Southern Club will have
mint juleps for every man from south of
the Mason and Dixon Line.”

Denver’s new convention hall was
praised for its cool, spacious interior
and simple exterior. It was built at a
cost of $550,000 and seated 12,000

conventioneers, although some seats

sat empty on the first day due to
scalpers selling overpriced tickets
outside the hall. By the time the
convention opened, it was bedecked
with full convention regalia including
flags, bunting, and portraits of impor-

tant Democrats from the past.

The interior of the Auditorium sports all the convention
trappings, including portraits of William Jennings Bryan,
Andrew Jackson, George Washington. Bryan was called
“A true son of the father of his country.”

-Courtesy Denver Public Library

In early July of 1908, delegates
United States
converged on Denver. Most arrived at

from around the
Union Station where they were
welcomed by local volunteers and
escorted to their hotels. The Rocky
Mountain News reported that “The
glad-to-see-you committee of the

Democratic club almost wore a track
of asphalt up and down seventeenth
street marching back and forth to the
depot to receive various delegates.”
Conventioneers from east of the
Mississippi River found their way to
the Wild West. The News reported
further that “Five trains bulging with
[New York City
shed their

enthusiastic cargoes in the morning,

Tammanyites

Democratic machine]

while the Cook County Democracy of
Chicago, 150 strong, headed by a big
band, landed whooping.”

Those arriving at Union Station



were also greeted by Denver’s
Welcome Arch, a 65 foot tall 85 foot
wide archway made of steel coated
with bronze, emblazoned with the
word “Welcome” on one side and the
Hebrew salutation “Mizpah” on the
uptown side. The structure was
illuminated by 2,194 light bulbs,
consistent with Mayor Speer’s goal of
making Denver a “City of Lights.”

The city was a hotbed of unique
activities planned for the visitors. One
was a trolley flatcar hauling 40 “real
Indians,” advertised as Apaches, who
issued war whoops for the non-
westerners. Another was the shipping
of snow by train from the continental
divide to the pavement of downtown
Denver so that conventioneers could
frolic in the white stuff in July.

[

Tons of snow were brought into Denver by David
Moffat’s railroad, most likely from the Corona Pass area of
Boulder County. Delegates cooled off with July snowball
fights. The newsboy’s headline reads, “Convention is On.”
-Courtesy of Carnegie Branch for Local

History, Boulder, Colorado

When it came to the business of
choosing a nominee, William Jennings
Bryan was the star of the show. Known
as the “Great Commoner” and the “Boy
Orator” of the Platte, Bryan had long
been the champion of the agricultural
and industrial worker and an advocate
of silver backing American currency.
These issues made him a hero to many
Coloradans, but his appeal was limited.
He had already failed twice in his quest
for the presidency in 1896 and 1900.

In this undated photo, William Jennings Bryan is
greeted at the depot by a pair of Denver dandies.

-Courtesy Colorado Historical Society

By 1908, the
Movement was in full swing in the

Progressive

United States, and many of Bryan’s
Progressive reform ideas had been
co-opted by the dynamic Republican,
Theodore Roosevelt and his Party.
Some referred to “The Silver Knight of
the West” as the “champion of lost

»
causes.

“An orator is a man who says what he
thinks and feels what he says.”

“No one can earn a million dollars
honestly.” —William Jennings Bryan

Typical of the day, Bryan did not
personally attend the convention. From
his home in Lincoln, Nebraska, he kept
in contact with Denver by telegraph.
He was mnominated by
acclaim at 3:40 a.m. on July 10, 1908.
The 15,000 delegates celebrated for
one hour and eleven minutes. Bryan
was able to hear his nomination by way
of a stroke of ingenuity. Party leaders
cupped a megaphone to a telephone in
the convention hall, which, in turn,
was connected to a long distance
telephone line.

Boulderites, so enthused about
Bryan’s presence they created a “Bryan
Club” that met regularly at 1911
Thirteenth Street. Two noteworthy
Fred G.

Folsom, Vice-President and Past

members were

President L.C. Paddock, publisher of
the Boulder Tribune and Boulder
Camera.

In 1908, new Bryan Club president
Harry Andrew sent a message to Bryan
saying that Boulder County is “in line”
and would give him the vote in
November. It was also announced that

would forward
to the
National Campaign. It was reported
that “Professor E. C. Lindeman was the

first to respond . He is 76 years old and

the Camera

contributions Democratic

not a millionaire, though the Tribune
gladly records he is prosperous. He
cheerfully handed in $5. He beat the
youngsters to it again.”

The Republican Party nominated
William Howard Taft to continue the
Roosevelt legacy. Not known for
dynamism and weighing in at a hefty
three hundred and fifty pounds, he was
quite a contrast to both T.R. and
Bryan. While Bryan was charming and
worshipped by his followers, Taft was
an ineffective speaker who did not
inspire those around him. Although
was a fundamentalist

Bryan
Presbyterian, ~many voters saw his
political and economic ideas as too
radical. The result was Bryan’s third
loss in his presidential quest. He
carried Colorado and most of the
but lost the

castern states and their large electoral

western states,
votes. One wag advised “Vote for Taft
now, you can vote for Bryan anytime.”
In William Jennings Bryan’s loss, the
city of Denver and the state of
Colorado won the attention of the
country and earned a new image in the
nation’s eye. Once again in 2008,
Denver is bustling as it prepare for its
second national convention in 100

yeal‘s .

Sources: Various print resources from Carnegie
Branch for Local History, Boulder, CO; Tom Noel, “Once
Every 100 Years,” Denver Post, 05/09/2008; Tom Noel,
“The Savior of the Silver State,” Rocky Mountain News,
06/08/2008; Adam Schrager, “Denver to Host ‘08
Convention,” 9NEWS.com. Personal Interview with
Charles Albi, Colorado Railroad Museum.

Written by Larry Dorsey, Chair of
the Superior Historical Commission
and editor of Superior Historian.
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