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| : Joseph Forney Johnston, another former Conlederate offi-
| cer with a “devil-may-care™ attitude. was born in Lowesville,
- Lincaln County, North Carolina, March 23, 1843, The family
moved 1o Talladega when he was 17 years old.

Al the outbreak of the Civil War Johnston left high schoal
and enlisted in the Eleventh Alabama Regiment as a private. He
rose to the rank of captain in the Twelfth North Carolina Repi-
ment. A courageous fighter, he was wounded in Tour battles:!
Chickamauga, Spottsylvania Courthouse, New Markel, and
Petershirg

Alter the war Johnston studied law in the office of Gen.
| William Henry Fornev, a relative in Jacksonville, Admitted to

the bar, he maintained a practice in Selma for 17 years. Many
high honors were his in Birmingham where he moved in 1884,
e was elected president of the Alabama State Bank, selected
the first president of the Sloss lron and Steel Company in 1887,
and served one term as chairman of the State Democratic Exec-
utive Committee, Twice during this period he was a gubernato-
rial candidate.

In 1896, as Johnston prepared for yvet another bid to the
povernor’s office, nationwide agitation had erupted over the
worsening economic conditions. The national povernment drew
most of the blame for having made gold the basic monetary
metal in the 1870s, the action corresponding to a time of rising
silver production, The Panic of 1893 convinced farmers that
currency inflation would enable them to pay their debts with
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Joseph Forney Johnston.

cheaper money than was borrowed. A controversy which had

ammered for two decades to retuen silver (o the old legal rate
ratio of 16 to one with gold, now swept like a prairie fire
the nation. kKnown as free ailverites, the wlationist advoga
who were cepecially strong in the South and West, contended
that if farmers could receive higher prices for their crops, work:

I belter wages. Business leaders, on the other hand,
infMation would

ers would ge
generally argued for the gold stanard becinse
diminish the value of money,

Aany of the discontents foumd a sanctuary for their views
on free silver anid other issues in the mewly formded Populist
sidential candidate, James B, Weaver,
in 1892 In the interening years before the 1896 ¢lections, the
underwent a political muetamorphosis and
aks in s platform that year,
Beaska, the party Tound the

party, which entered a pre
Demoeratic parks
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’g a ileul spokesman-standard bearer for the crusade, Bryan did not
Q disappoint his cheering throngs al the national convention in
- | Chicage, when he warned his pold standard adversaries: “You
J ! brow of labor this crown of
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shall not press down upon the
thorns, you shall not erucify munkind upon a cross of pold.”

In Alabama many citirens were suffering from unemploy-
ment and low farm prices, Remedial measures were demanded
by masses of devoted Democrats, who now regarded silver as
providing the mest factory remedy. Popul also had be-
come a significant political foree in the state and threatened to

‘islodpe the Black Belt's hold on the state government in the

person of Gov, William Oates, a gold advocate.
Al of this changed in the elections of 1896, Senators John

T, Morgan and James L, Pugh and most of Alabama’s congres-
sional delegation for several years had advoeated free silver, In
the Tl of 1895 a free silver con tion in Birmingham decided
to make silver the issue in the forthcoming state cleetions,
Johnston was tapped 1o run as the silver candidate of the party
apainst Congressman Richard H. Clarke of Mobile, the gold. o
conservative choice, Aided by Morgan and Pugh and profusely
elling himeell "a silver man from tail to snout.” Johnston won
the nomination and went on 1o knock off his Populist/Republi-
con opponent, A, T. Goodwyn. in the general election. Progres-
<ve Democrats of Johnston's persiasion won six of nine con-
gressional seats and all but 25 seats in the legislature, indicating
a political revolution in the state. fronically. this election saw
free silverite Pugh defeated by Pettus, likewise o free silver advor
cale,

Onve in office Johnston was not the zealous crusader
many had expected, However, he did adhere diligently to the
<ovinl philosophy of populism within the party. and proved an
astute publivizer of his administration’s accomplishments, He
wirs casily reglected in 1898,

Johnston steered @ caulious course in his =ccond term,
which he used as a springboard in an altempt to unseat Morgan
from the Senate in 1900, The campaign was a lively and divisive
with cach man taking the olher to task: Morgan attacking

o,
Jolhnston for “hoss tacties™s Johnston labeling Morgan a mem-
her of the “silk-hat aristovracy.” Morgan. the old commanding
peneral, wis cqual to the task and trounced Johnston. the sub-
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ordinate captain, without canvassing the state,

Though chaffed by his defeat, Johnston was nol dissuaded
to leave the political arena. To keep his name before the people,
he joined the opposition to the proposed 1901 constitution,
claiming it would disfranchise many white voters. This position
became a serious obstacle to his obtaining the Democratic nomi-
nation for governor in 1902 against William D, Jelks. Although
apreeing to accept the constitution, Johnston had drawn the
wrath of Morgan and other party leaders and was easily brushed
aside,

But in 1906 Johnston. after giving the political waters time
to calm down, was back once more. this time in the “Dead
Shoe™ primary. from which he emerged as second alternate, Pet-
(' death gave to Johnston his coveted prize when the legisla-
ture unanimously elected him lo the vacancy August 1. 1907,
1o serve until March 4. 1915,

This he did with considerable ability. In Wilson's adminis-
tration, he served as chairman of the Committee on Military
Matters, His sudden death by a heart attack in Washington. on
August 8, 1913, came while he was locked in a tight debate over
a tariff bill. His passing seriously weakened the slim Democratic
majority in that session and affected passage of some significant
legislation. Johnston's seal was vacant almost a year, since Gov,
Emmet O Neal was not empowered by the legislature to appoint
when such a contingency d. O'Neal's attempt to appoint
Henry D, Clayton to an interim term was rejected by the Senate
Committee on Privileges and Elections, and the decision was not
contested.

Johnston quite likely would have been amused at the con-
fusion his passing made from the statehouse to the Congress.
Over the vears in the public forum he had granted little rest to
Ihis opponents, nor had he been granted much from them. But
he had moved relentlessly from one political battleficld to an-
other: wounded. he was down for awhile, then up again, finally
making it to the top. Symbolically, perhaps. the train carrying
his body to Birmingham wrecked near Morris. South Carolina,
Possibly that was enough for the old fighter to welcome the
tranguility of his permanent encampment in Birmingham's Elm-

wood Cemetery,
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