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To the Top and Back

In 1900, after eleven years and millions of dollars spent, William Andrews (W.A.) Clark finally got appointed Senator from Montana.  After being elected to the US Senate the year before, then seeing that election declared null and void by a committee of fellow Senators amidst allegations ranging from bribery to murder, Clark called this reappointment to the seat he just vacated a “vindication.” (Mangam, 76)  His political nemeses felt differently and, unfortunately for Clark, one of those nemeses happened to be the Governor of Montana, Robert B. Smith, who could and did revoke that appointment which was made in his absence.  Clearly, W.A. Clark’s name carried controversial implications that last to this day.  In fact, the Montana Legislature, in 1974, passed House Resolution 66 memorializing a “whistleblower,” Fred Whiteside, who spoke openly and testified against Clark, after Clark supposedly threatened his life. (Dave Walter, Montana Magazine, November/December 2004)  Unfortunately for Clark and posterity, his drive for a Senate seat came during a transitional time in Montana politics, to which Clark never adapted.  His ethical carelessness and indomitable will combined to ruin what was, and of right ought to have been, a name that embodied the ideals of the American dream.  Despite his obvious betrayal of many of society’s moral and legal standards, the good that he did clearly outweighs the bad. As such, W.A. Clark’s reputation deserves a re-examination, with due consideration given to his personal achievement, and within the context of the social and political background of the time. 

After leaving the Confederate Army in 1862 under unknown circumstances (Mangar, 9-10), twenty-three year old William Andrews Clark and a friend named Selby heard of a gold find in the new town of Bannack, Montana Territory.   They moved there from Colorado to join many others panning for gold, (Cambridge Dictionary of American Biography, 136) and found themselves in one of the most fascinating towns in American history.  Bannack quickly became an easy place for bandits, called road agents, to raid isolated mining camps, and making it even easier was the new sheriff, Henry Plummer, who was a member of the largest bandit gang, the Innocents.  Clark found it easy to remain on both the citizens’ and the gangs’ good side, however, providing the town with much needed supplies. (Mangar, 21-26)

A prime example of Clark’s pragmatic business instincts was exemplified by his trip to Salt Lake City, Utah, from Bannack.  He saved one thousand dollars in gold dust he had mined in the summer of 1863, and took a wage job that paid eight dollars per day.  While prospecting turned him a profit, Clark knew that supplying the many miners who were moving to the area was the most promising investment.  One of the problems with new mines is that they were, of course, likely to turn up in uninhabited places.  This means that infrastructure such as grocery stores and the suppliers of grocery stores did not yet exist, and bringing those supplies to the area takes hard work.  W.A. Clark lacked many virtues, but a tremendous work ethic was not one.  With two partners, he traveled from Montana to Salt Lake City in late autumn (Clark, pg. 5-6).  Making the return trip in midwinter, Clark made a fantastic profit on his investment in time, effort, and money.  


The logistics involved in providing a secluded mining town with necessary supplies were massive.  In fact, Clark drove the first stage coach to cross the Rockies, and established another store in Blackfoot City, called the “California Store.”  He bought and shipped goods from as far away as New York and California to his profitable store in Idaho.  Wanting to return to Montana, he sold the California Store and, for the next several years, went looking for cities with shortages.  He, of course, found many.  One of which was Helena, the future capital of Montana, which wanted for tobacco.  Buying a horse and riding all the way to Boise, Clark spent his savings on as much tobacco that he could carry, at $1.50 per pound.  He sold it on his return trip at $10.00 per pound in Virginia City, and about $5.00 per pound in Helena.  Clark followed this same pattern with other products, such as eggs and flour, never failing to make a profit (Clark, 5)
It is important to note how much effort it took him to achieve the sort of success that he had.  In 1867, Clark personally went to San Francisco and up the Pacific coast to Portland in order to supply his customers.  If his motivation for doing this had been charity or selfless in some way, his actions during this period would seem heroic, since not only his customers benefited, but also his suppliers, and their other customers, etc.  However, had he not cared about profit, and charged less for his products, he could never have risked the losses involved in traveling by carriage half way across the country to purchase supplies.  Regardless of his motives, people, literally from coast to coast, earned livings due in part, to W.A. Clark’s mercantile endeavors.  
Oddly enough, Clark spent the better part of the next three years carrying mail.  This, too, was done for selfish reasons; it gave him money to live on, while allowing him to look for good locations for new shops.   He also got into banking with some partners and excelled at that as well, reorganizing a small partnership in Deer Lodge into a national bank with himself as President. (The National Cyclopaedia, 312)  
The real money however, he correctly saw, was in mining.  In 1872-73, he took a course in practical assaying and analysis at Columbia University in order to give him the background information necessary for the field.  He had the hands-on experience of a worker, but he wanted more than a laborer could hope to achieve.  He already owned a number of copper mines in and near Butte city and discovered silver on several of these properties in 1875.   The next fifteen years of his life was spent building what would become the greatest mining empire of the age.  In 1879, he organized the Colorado and Montana Smelting Company. In 1880, he established the Moulton Mill and later built the Butte Reduction Works.  He soon bought nearly all of the stock in the United Verde Copper Company at Jerome, Arizona, and developed a new smeltering plant nearby.  Clark came to own coal mines in Colorado, zinc mines in Montana, and silver mines in Utah.  He had lumber interests in Montana, sugar interests in Los Angeles, and developed water power plants in Utah and Montana, which generated electric current and street railways in Butte and Missoula.  In order to service these various interests, Clark built and operated the San Pedro, Los Angeles and Salt Lake railroad, with its extensive matrix of feeders.  He operated a powder mill in Pennsylvania, a cattle ranch in Mexico, a wire works in New Jersey, a bronze factory in New York, and several newspapers in Montana (American National Biography).  Clark was never inhibited by boards or stockholders. After achieving total independence, he cut ties with interests he owned a minority share of, and strengthened those he owned a majority share of (Mangar, 53).  In fact, after Clark’s Senate term, he refused even to entertain a substantial cash offer for a large interest in his Butte mines (WSJ, 29 Feb 1908)
Butte was and remained the center of his fortune and life. Thanks, largely, to his investments in silver mining, the population of Butte grew from 50 to 5000 in one year, and continued to grow thereafter. (Mangar, 47) Many of these people lived off of food Clark delivered and paid for it working mines that he found and developed.  He brought to the town the first city water supply and the first electric light company (Mangar, 54).  Clearly, he raised the standard of living all over Montana and in the many other cities in which he has interests, and hastened Montana’s annexation as a state by bringing in massive amounts of workers and producers.  
Furthermore, as early as 1876, he was appointed to represent Montana at the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, at which he gave a well-received address, and in 1885, he was appointed as a commissioner to the New Orleans Exposition. (The New Encyclopedia of the American West, 221) He served as President of the state constitutional conventions in 1884 and 1889, and lost a race for a congressional seat in 1888 (The National Cyclopaedia of American Biographies, 312).  By the turn of the decade, he achieved the financial, private sector success that could be admired, and experienced the sort of entry-level politics expected of a rookie representative.  He went on to get elected to the Senate in 1890 by the Democratic Legislature in Montana but was never seated.  In 1893, he ran again, but the election never came to pass. In 1895 he received the Democratic nomination, but lost in the general election to Senator Thomas Carter, who would serve two terms.  By most current or contemporary standards, and political views not withstanding, W.A. Clark’s resume seemed built for a successful run for the Senate.
The only major speed bump along his way came in the form of his former friend, and business associate, Marcus Daly.  Daly came on the scene fast, rising from ordinary miner to running a mining powerhouse, and did virtually the same for Anaconda that Clark did for Butte.  The two formed unofficial partnerships on several occasions, and were thought to be fairly good friends.  The trouble started when Daly built a water-works on property that Clark owned the rights to while Clark vacationed in Europe.  Upon his return, Clark demanded restitution that came when a court awarded him $250,000 from Daly.  This seemingly insignificant incident (both were already millionaires many times over), sparked a feud that ended only when Daly died, after the turn of the century. The consequences for the future state of Montana were significant, indeed.  An associate of both believed that Daly thought his building a water-works was perfectly innocent and Clark would think nothing of it.  He believes that Clark simply made a calculation based on the fact that he “had Daly in his grip,” and acted in order to make his friend pay him money, despite not really caring about his property. (New York Times, 25 Jan 1899) Even if motives are important in judging actions, there is no compelling reason to believe that Clark was looking for a way to squeeze money out of Daly.  Clark, at this point, made most of his money from silver mining, mining supplies, and banking, so to the extent that the two had overlapping interests, they were mutually beneficial.  Everything known about William A. Clark indicates that his main concern was building up his businesses, and later joining the Senate, so an unwarranted personal attack against a friend for a small amount of money seems unlikely.  From this point on, however, personal attacks against each other for any reason became the norm.  Montana’s economy and politics came to be a playing field, on which the two fought each other mercilessly. 
Clark’s defeat in the 1888 election came, in no small part, due to Daly’s intervention.  While Clark commanded a heavy following among Democrats in Montana, and no major Republican contender emerged, it appeared he would win easily.  Daly could not allow this to happen.  Despite his own Democratic politics Daly, who commanded a smaller but still significant following, backed the Republican, Thomas H. Carter.  This support tipped the balance in the Republicans’ favor, leaving Clark and the Democrats defeated, but not demoralized. (Dictionary of American Biography, 145)
The feud continued through 1890, after statehood, when Clark made a run for the first Senate seat from Montana.  The famous “Precinct 34” case ended with the seating of two legislatures from Montana, one Democrat and one Republican.  Of course, this resulted in the election of four Senators, and of course the US Senate could only take two. (New York Times, 25 June 1899) While it is unclear to what extent Marcus Daly influenced the decision, it was widely believed that his efforts helped make WF Sanders (R) and Thomas C. Power (R) the first two Senators from Montana. (U.S. Senate information)
If anyone remained uncertain about Daly’s interest in keeping Clark out of Montana’s political delegation, Daly clarified that with his actions in 1893.  The state legislature that year consisted of 35 Democrats, 33 Republicans, and 3 Populists.  The Democratic caucus elected Clark as their nominee, whom the nine “Daly Democrats” refused to support.  The result was a deadlock that lasted the entire legislative session, a vacant Senate seat in Washington, and cries of bribery from many in the legislature. Daly would rather see no representation in the US Senate than representation by WA Clark.  (New York Times, 25 June 1899)
Clark’s turn came when Montana voted for a capital city.  When his own choice of Butte no longer remained a possibility, he turned his attention to ensuring the rejection of Daly’s choice, Anaconda.  After spending, by his own admission, over $100,000 in this battle (Senate Findings), Helena won the election by a mere 1,906 votes, clearly within the number that Clark commanded.  The people of Helena (and everywhere else) knew Clark’s motivations, but they still treated him like a hero when he first visited the new capital.  The main hotel had to fill “a whole suite of rooms” with the flowers given by the citizens of the city. (New York Times, 25 June 1899)
The beginning of his reputation’s downfall came after his defeat in the 1895 general election, when he apparently decided that the only way to affect his dream of becoming a Senator was to pay the right people large sums of money.  It must be noted that by this time, Montana’s politics had been so polluted that in February of 1895 the state legislature was forced to pass additional bribery laws, political contribution laws, etc. (1895 Montana Penal Code, Sections 83-87).  It had been widely assumed that Marcus Daly used these tactics in his earlier efforts to keep Clark out of Montana’s representation. (Mangam, 62) So by 1898, Clark was running a very dirty campaign the way he ran his businesses: with his eye only on his ends, regardless of the means. Part of his deal to support Helena as the capital involved the governor’s agreeing not to run for Senate that year, leaving Clark the leading candidate (Mangam, 63).  He later admitted to giving $139,000 dollars to his “election committee” to spend.  Of course, he refused to admit the extension; that he ordered or allowed them to directly purchase votes from key legislators, but the evidence is overwhelming that he supported such action.  For example, Republican State Senator S.S. Hobson, who owed “$22,000 or $23,000” (Senate Findings, pg. 9) to the Fergus County Bank, took a trip to Europe “about the same time Senator Clark went,” paid off his debt, then changed his vote from the Republican to Clark.  Hobson was among 47 state legislators to change their vote in less than a month, almost all under similar (if slightly less obvious) circumstances, giving Clark his prized seat in the Upper House.
Montana’s familiarity with this sort of politics became a national embarrassment when the U.S. Senate Committee on Privileges and Elections investigated Clark’s ascension to the Senate, and found that Montana’s elections, generally, “were accompanied by enormous expenditures of money, unquestionably involving [the] widespread belief that extensive corruption was resorted to.”  (Senate Findings, pg. 2)  It was against this background that WA Clark entered his political career.  
Anyway, the 16 page Senate Investigative Committee Report does not judge Clark’s actions against such a backdrop, nor should it.  The first page declares the election “null and void on account of briberies, and corrupt practices by his [Clark’s] agents.”  The “undisputed facts” read like a bank’s daily transaction record, with names and dollar amounts all being repeated over and over.  It even deals, quickly, with the “Alleged Daly Conspiracy,” which involved an issue of $30,000 allegedly wrongfully used by agents of Clark (JB Wellcome and Charles W. Clark).  Clark asserted that Daly was actually the generator of said money, since its use provided Clark with no apparent benefit.  The Committee said that Clark offered “no affirmative disproof” of his own involvement and “Daly… and others… denied all knowledge of the $30,000.”  Regardless, the Committee plainly looked with skepticism on everything that Clark said.  Even the four page “Views of the Minority,” (two members) agrees with the majority’s declaration of the election as “null and void.”  Their main focus consisted of the majority’s acceptance of questionable testimony and its lack of interest in Marcus Daly.  
In any event, with unanimous support for his ouster in committee, Clark had no chance of surviving a vote of the full Senate.  So, he made one of the most audacious moves in U.S. political history: he drafted a letter of resignation and gave it to his son who held it until the anti-Clark Governor Smith was out of town.  Then, with acting Governor Spriggs in charge, he submitted the resignation before the Senate could hold a vote.  Under the Montana constitution, the Governor of the state must appoint someone to take the place of a departed Senator.  Clark then convinced the acting Governor to appoint him to the seat that he just vacated.  Much as one might admire such a bold act, the chances of the elected governor allowing such a display were never quite high, and upon his return Governor Smith promptly revoked the appointment and sent Martin Maginnis to take his place.  Nevertheless, Clark called his reappointment a “vindication,” which he fell back on in order to make yet another run for the Senate (Mangar, 76).

Before that, however, the issue of Clark bribing legislators and poll workers still needed a resolution.  In 1900, after years of alleged bribery and corruption, Clark finally faced a trial for his misdeeds.  If the Grand Jury indicted him, it likely would have ended his political career, regardless of the verdict. The preponderance of evidence, as the Senate Committee detailed, showed that Clark, his lawyer John B. Wellcome, and his son, all directly and effectively bypassed the entire Montana political process with gifts to those in power. So Clark simply found a way to effectively bypass the legal process by use of the same means.  Clearly, bribing a jury in order to get them to say that he did not bribe the legislature, involved risk; to Clark, apparently, that meant only a higher cost.  After the Grand Jury’s quick dismissal of the charges, rumors flew about a payoff of $10,000 per juror.  To make the matter even more painful to ignore, Clark employed the brother of the judge with full-time work.  
Google-ing ‘William Andrews Clark Montana’ gets 1.37 million hits (in .21 seconds…), and the first page and caption that appears says “A man full of contradictions – and remembered most for buying a Senate seat – left his name to a county….”  This is unbelievable, not because it’s untrue, but because it obviously is true.  In researching this topic, I estimate a 7.5:1 ratio of information (or myths) about the scandal to information about his business dealings.  These dealings were very controversial at the time.  His ambition and talent often carried him past the limits that society wanted in the midst of the Gilded Age.  However, he, more than anyone else in his time, built Montana, bringing in thousands of jobs, tons of silver and copper, supportive supplies, and tremendous overall production.  Just because he gained tremendously from his diligence, does not make these facts irrelevant.  On the contrary, this gain is what motivated him to do the great things that he did.  He went on to build trains from L.A. to Butte, and he invested heavily in a great art collection, which he later donated to the Corcoran Gallery of Art here in Washington.  He built and supervised a home for orphans, which provided primary and secondary education as well as trade training to both boys and girls; he also built a home in Los Angeles for Working Women.  He established a large park in Montana, called Columbia Gardens, which no one but he paid for, and on and on. (Appleton’s Cyclopaedia of American Biography, 179) After all of these works that most people consider “good” and “compassionate,” to primarily remember his scandalous political career is an insult to justice.   
Thomas Jefferson and George Washington are, perhaps, the most revered of all of this nation’s founders.  They participated in, and implicitly propagated, slavery, which was and is a much greater evil than any amount of political corruption.  This is and should be so because their incredible achievements in an incredible time warrant posterity’s balancing of good and bad works in their favor.  Why should this not be the case for Clark, who was a “key figure in forging statehood for Montana?” (Encyclopedia of World Biography, Second Edition, 83)  His works had a comparably positive effect on the population during his time than did either Washington’s or Jefferson’s during theirs.  I believe that the reason for this lies in the simple assumption that Washington and Jefferson acted for a cause ‘higher than themselves,’ while Clark seemed primarily (or absolutely) interested in his own affairs.  This begs the question, “so what?”  First of all, no one can know for sure why people do what they do, so attempting to is futile.  Even if it were possible to know that Clark did all of the great things that he did out of selfishness, it would mean nothing in terms of the effect that his great works had on any individual’s life.  Just as if someone could prove that Washington and Jefferson acted out of selfishness, their greatness would remain, because of the effects of their actions.  
An additional problem for Clark’s reputation, of course, was Marcus Daly, who thwarted every attempt by Clark to reach political office, often among cries of bribery, as well.  That these allegations were never investigated in the same way Clark’s were, likely leaves posterity confused and biased.  If Daly were found, early on, to be guilty of political malfeasance, he would have been impotent to stop Clark’s name and finances from carrying him to his desired position. Clark, then, would have no need to resort to the kind of open corruption he chose, leaving nothing but his exceptional business acumen and Senate record to judge him on.
This is not to say that Clark should have stayed out of jail or been elected Senator; he should have been put away for the maximum the law called for.  As historians, our job isn’t to make up for missed prosecutions, but to present as comprehensive an account as possible.  Instead, history made Clark into a villain, despite his incredible achievements in business and philanthropy.  Making my point is a prominent member of the Montana Historical Society, who says that “Fred Whiteside, the chief witness against Clark, was “a real Montana hero.” (Walter)  My idea of a hero must be way off, if Whiteside’s (possible) sting operation qualifies as hero-worthy.  My heroes are those who live for themselves and make the world a little better in the meantime.  He made the world a lot better and should be recognized for that contribution; his indulgence in an already corrupt political process should be little more than a side-note.   
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