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Kentucky in 1880 and J. B. Montague of lllinois in
1885—visited Lincoln in the following decade, but
none had the impact of Finch's Red Ribbon meet-
ings. Skinner, who helped organize the club and
first served as vice president, replaced R. N, Vedder
as president in January of 1878, He served as presi-
dent for the next seventeen years, until his death on
February 7, 1895.1

The Red Ribbon Club movement spread rapidly
in Nebraska, Near the end of Finch's visit to Nebras-
ka City, a meeting of all Red Ribboners in the state
was called for November 8 in Fremont.” Finch'’s lec-
tures in Seward prompted a party of Lincoln elub
members to visit that city on November 22, 1877,
where they found “every man, wormnan and child
in sight was wearing the red ribbon . . . Even the
horses and dogs—that is, some of them—were be-
decked with red ribbons.” More than one thousand
persons, including many from the surrounding
countryside, signed the pledge there."

In January of 1878 a Red Ribbon Club was
established in Waverly, and a week of “hard work
and earnest talk” by Finch gained the new Red
Ribbon Club in Crete more than five hundred sign-
ers of the pledge, Historian Addison E. Sheldon,
who heard Finch speak in Crete, noted, “In many
towns the supply of red ribbons was exhausted
before the Finch meetings closed.”'” Finch spent
June and July in Wisconsin, but returned to
Nebraska to give a record-breaking sixty lectures in
Omaha between September 12 and November 17,
while starting Red Ribbon groups in various parts
of the city. During a subsequent forty-week speak-
ing tour in Nebraska, he founded Good Templars
lodges and Red Ribbon Clubs, traveling as far west
as North Platte. During a visit to Columbus, begin-
ning November 19, the opera house was filled to
overflowing for twelve nights.'®

Twelfth Street looking south from O Street. Red
Ribboners once met near here on south Twelfth.
NSHS RG2158-153.

The Red Ribbon Club’s decentralized organiza-
tional structure allowed local clubs to adopt new
strategies to fight liquor, In some towns, such as
Brownville, Falls City, Crete, Fairbury, Sutton, Hast-
ings, Plattsmouth, and York, local reading rooms
were started by Red Ribbon Club members who
hoped that such facilities would substitute for
saloons as meeting places and leisure centers,"”

During the first eight months of Finch'’s efforts
in Nebraska, more than $20,000 was collected for
the establishment of reading rooms. The WCTU
also sponsored public reading rooms in a number
of towns, including Beatrice, Kearney, Tecumseh,
and West Point. In Belvidere, a town of “strong
temperance proclivities,” a lodge of Good Templars
became a library association. Lincoln mayor H. W.
Hardy in 1877, partly as an outgrowth of his interest
in temperance, persuaded the city to take charge of
a struggling subscription library established several
years before in 1875, In 1877 by legislative act Lin-
coln and other incorporated towns and cities were
authorized to establish and maintain tax-supported
public libraries.*

After they organized, Lincoln's Red Ribboners
met at the local opera house but soon afterward
rented meeting space with the WCTU on the east
side of Tenth Street, about four doors north of
Tenth and N. This location and subsequent meeting
places on South Twelfth Street and at 1225 T, were
all referred to by contemporaries as “Red Ribbon
Hall.”®! The new quarters on Tenth Street were
ready in time for a New Year's Day reception
attended by more than five hundred persons,
dispelling the fear that the group would be only
a "mushroom organization that would soon col-
lapse.” The attendance was the more remarkable
because a New Year's Day reception and ball for
the Templars of Honor and Temperance, another
fraternal group, was given at City Hall

At first none but reformed drinking men were
admitted to membership in the Lincoln Red Ribbon
Club, although it exhibited less concern about the
social standing of new members than the more
exclusive Templars of Honor and Temperance,
Hardy, a temperance man of long standing, re-
called in 1895 that it was a year or more before
he was admitted to Skinner's meetings and two or
three years before he was admitted to membership,
Women were at first excluded from membership
(although Finch had included them in Nebraska
City, urging Red Ribboners there not to break “his
or her pledge.”) No Bible reading or praying at first
was allowed, but soon religious observances were
introduced. Every meeting included prayer and gos-
pel hymns, of which Skinner was especially fond.*

Harvey Wesley Hardy,

the temperance-minded
mayor of Lincoln from

1877 to 1879, was a long-
time member of the Red
Ribbon Club and a
personal friend of Skinner's.
NSHS RG2411-2146,
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Andrew J. Sawyer noted in
his 1916 history of Lincoln
and Lancaster County
that the Red Ribbon Club
was “one of the most suc-
cessful and energetic of
the clubs of early Lincoln.”
Lincoln, the Capital City
and Lancaster County,
Nebraska (1916).
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In addition to the usual temperance pledge to
abstain from alcohol, Skinner added a clause: “I
will not for any reason whatever visit a saloon.” He
believed that any abstinence pledge that permit-
ted the signer to visit a saloon was worthless and
would rather require a pledge not to enter a saloon
than a pledge not to drink. If Red Ribboners slipped
off the wagon, Skinner or some other member of
the club would “hunt them up” and have them sign
the pledge a second time.?*

The Red Ribbon Club’s popularity and wide-
spread support did not prevent other temperance
leaders, Skinner’s contemporaries, from attack-
ing saloons as a social institution while they tried
to cure individual drinkers. In 1877 Hardy, the
temperance-minded mayor of Lincoln, had secured
the passage of a city ordinance raising the saloon
license fee in Lincoln to one thousand dollars,
the highest figure then authorized by state law,
reducing the number of saloons in Lincoln from
twenty-two to five. He and Finch helped secure
passage of a similar state-wide law, the Slocumb
Act, in 1881. This act, which involved the repeal of
several previous license acts, provided for a mini-
mum license fee of five hundred dollars in cities of
less than ten thousand in population; and a mini-
mum fee of one thousand dollars for those of more
than ten thousand. Proponents pointed with pride
to the tax revenue yielded by this measure.?

Although Red Ribbon Club members in Lincoln
concentrated on encouraging personal reform,
they early became involved in politics. On March
22, 1878, they pledged themselves to support no
man for local office in the upcoming municipal
election who favored lowering Lincoln’s one-
thousand-dollar saloon license fee. Soon afterward
Red Ribboners recommended that temperance
advocates ignore Republican and Democratic
nominations for city offices and support only
temperance candidates, and established a central
committee to nominate such candidates. Despite
the best efforts of the “straight, sheet-iron, copper
distilled, anti-whisky and strictly temperance
ticket,” the Republicans swept most of their
candidates into office, while the temperance
men elected only two city councilmen. Skinner
ran unsuccessfully for city marshal, losing to
Republican Thomas Carr.?

This foray into municipal politics apparently
angered some Lincoln temperance advocates, for
on May 10 the organization of a new dry society in
the city, modeled on Francis Murphy’s blue ribbon
societies, was announced. This new group was
to concentrate strictly on temperance and would

not be “used as a machine for nominating people
to office.” On May 17 the Nebraska State Journal
noted that during the recent municipal election,
the candidates nominated by the Red Ribbon Club
as a separate temperance ticket, had served only
to divert votes from Republican mayoral candidate
Hardy, who was also known to have a strong inter-
est in temperance.?

Red Ribbon Club members and other temper-
ance advocates from throughout Nebraska met for
a state temperance convention in Lincoln on May
15, 1878. As president of the host city’s Red Rib-
bon Club, Skinner helped plan and publicize the
convention. “Col. Skinner,” reported the Nebraska
State Journal, “showed us yesterday evening almost
a bushel of letters from different parts of the state”
indicating that more than one thousand were ex-
pected to attend—far more than the fifty persons
at an August 4-6 convention in Lincoln four years
earlier. Skinner introduced the 1878 program (with
Finch himself giving the address of welcome)
and served as president of the convention. The
group formally organized as the State Temperance
Society of Nebraska with Skinner elected the first
president. A state Red Ribbon Club was formed,
with Skinner elected president, and Lincoln attor-
ney L. W. Billingsley elected secretary.28

Lincoln Club No. 1, as it was known after the
state temperance convention, grew rapidly. Within
its first year more than 2,500 people were reported
to have signed the pledge in Lincoln. During this
period the city’s population of 2,500 in 1870 grew
to 7,300 by 1875, and in 1880 to more than 13,000
By 1880 the Lincoln Red Ribbon Club claimed be-
tween three and four thousand members. Meetings
were every Friday evening and Sunday afternoon.
In 1882 the membership figures and meeting
times were the same, but the place of meeting had
shifted to a new location on South Twelfth Street.
Of course, many pledge signers did not attend
meetings, and a substantial number abandoned
temperance altogether, as Skinner admitted in 1887,
while insisting that “hundreds are left who have
kept the faith.”*"

Other temperance reform clubs were founded in
the state by zealous opponents of liquor. Such reform
clubs were active for a short time and then, either
through the loss of the founder or the members’
lack of interest, they disintegrated. Typical was the
McKenzie Reform Club of Omaha, founded in Janu-
ary 1880 by Dr. D. Banks McKenzie, former head
of the Appleton Temporary Home for Inebriates in
Boston. The group at first met nightly, asking for
contributions, registering new members at twenty-




five cents each, and persuading outsiders to sign a
pledge to abstain from intoxicants. However, it did
not long survive the departure of its founder for Salt
Lake City, and by the middle of May, only an occa-
sional lecture or social event was being held.!

The Lincoln Red Ribbon Club, however,

benefited from the stability and continuity provided

by Skinner, who served as club president year after
year, an arrangement that enabled him to have
what fellow temperance advocate. A. G. W

olfenbarger called “a sort of church of his own.”*?

He ruled the meetings with a rod of iron and forced

the proceedings to suit him, calling down speakers
or drowning speeches that displeased him with
the strains of “Rescue the Perishing” or some other
favorite hymn. He never allowed long speeches to
weary those in attendance and often urged the
garrulous to “cut it short.” Hardy in 1895 recalled:

[ have sometimes been a little bit annoyed
to notice on the platform at the Red Ribbon
club orators and statesmen, brilliant men, men
who stood in the very highest places and had
audiences hang upon their words, with their
lips sealed in silence, while Skinner would
select some poor besotted fellow and tell how
he came to si§n the pledge and why he “joined
the meeting.”*

Longtime Lincoln resident Minnie Latta Ladd
in 1940 recalled Skinner as “tall, slender, with
burnished red hair and long red beard,” who “had
a great influence and a great following”>*

Not even the unexpected death of John B.
Finch, then a resident of Evanston, Illinois, in the
fall of 1887 adversely affected the Lincoln club that
he had helped found.® As a Christmas gift that year
Skinner was presented with a crayon portrait of him-
self, created by artist Nellie Mitchell, in appreciation
of his work for the Lincoln Red Ribbon Club and for
temperance. Presenter Ada C. Bittenbender praised
Skinner’s career in Lincoln and attributed the
remarkable growth of the club (from a start of seven-
teen members in 1877 to over ten thousand pledge
signers in 1887) to his efforts. The Sunday afternoon
meeting of the club fell on December 25 in 1887, and
Red Ribboners met as usual on Christmas Day, with
a subsequent meeting on New Year’s night.*

Skinner was probably at the peak of his busi-
ness and temperance career during the late 1880s.
Besides the livery stable, which maintained fifty
or more buggies and more than sixty horses, he
owned a three-story business building in Lincoln, a
number of houses, and two farms, one near Cush-
man Park and another near the Lincoln city limits.
Always convivial, he entertained a wide circle of

Andrew G. Wolfenbarger,
an attorney, served as
president of Lincoln’s

Red Ribbon Club for sev-
eral years during the latter
1890s. NSHS RG2411-6171b

Skinner ruled the
meetings with a
rod of iron, calling
down speakers

friends and associates with a fund of humorous
anecdotes in language that was “at all times brisk

or drowning

and breezy and often too warm for publication.”’

The extent to which Skinner was identified in
the public mind with temperance was evident in
his unsuccessful run on the Prohibition Party ticket
for the Nebraska House of Representatives in 1884
and his enthusiastic support of temperance candi-
dates in succeeding elections. During the Lincoln
municipal election of 1888 he escorted the Knights
of Pythias band to polling places around the city
“cheering the workers and striking terror to the
hearts of the rum suckers,” one of whom offered
Skinner and the band $100 to leave the field.*

Skinner, nominated for mayor of Lincoln by
acclamation at the 1889 Prohibition Party’s city con-
vention as a candidate whose name rhymed with
“winner,” promised if elected that he “would close
all the rum shops on Sunday or ‘bust his machin-
ery.”” He polled 932 votes against winner Robert B.
Graham’s total of 2,996, in an election which saw a
Republican sweep of municipal offices except for
the election of two Democratic councilmen.®

Several months later Skinner gave a crowd-
pleasing performance at the 1889 outdoor reunion
and picnic of the Lancaster County Pioneers As-
sociation in Lincoln. Skinner, distinguished by an
immense gold chain he wore as a souvenir of his
freighting days, was called on for a few reminis-
cences of the 1869 lot sales. He complied—but

speeches that
displeased him
with the strains
of “Rescue the
Perishing” or
some other
favorite hymn.
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G. B.SKINNER

Owner of SKINNER’S BARN.

Skinner's Barn was adver-
tised in 1889 as the home
of the “Most Stylish Single
or Double Rigs in the West."
A. B. Hayes and Sam D.
Cox, History of the City of
Lincoln, Nebraska (1889).
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Livery, Feed, and Boarding Btables.

DEALER IN FANGY HORSES.

b Turns out the Most Stylish Single or Double Rigs

in the West. The Prices are made so Rea-
sonable that it is cheaper to hire of
Skinner than to keep a Rig of
your own.

soon launched into one of his characteristic
temperance exhortations.*’

While the Red Ribbon Club grew during the
1880s, temperance forces were also working to get
a statewide prohibitory amendment on the ballot,
with an extraordinary effort made to vote a ban on
liquor into the state constitution in 1890. Although
women could not vote in 1890, as members of the
WCTU, whose Nebraska organization dated to 1875,
they provided enthusiastic support for the largely
male reform clubs, fraternal orders, and political
groups (often with overlapping memberships)
working for the amendment. There were
two temperance political groups: the Nebraska
Non-Partisan Amendment League, formed in
June 1889 specifically to work for a prohibition
amendment, and the regular state Prohibition
Party, especially attractive to women because of
its woman suffrage plank."!

The Prohibition Party, which first nominated
a state ticket in Nebraska in 1874, sought to draw
members from the two established parties. Hardy
ran unsuccessfully on the Prohibition Party ticket
for the Nebraska State Senate in 1884 and for
governot in 1886, when the platform called for
woman suffrage and absolute prohibition and
opposed fusion with any other political party.
Large sums of money were pledged for the
prohibition campaign and for the New Republic
newspaper, edited by Wolfenbarger. In 1890 the
party nominated Lincoln merchant B. L. Paine for
governor and mounted a vigorous campaign in
support of the prohibitory amendment.”

The Lincoln Red Ribbon Club, while still
advertising itself as “Non-partisan and Non-de-
nominational,” urged its members to support the
amendment, A September 22-23, 1890, attempt by

“dastardly and cowardly . . . incendiaries” to burn
Red Ribbon Hall resulted in only light damage to
the building, but prompted the club to issue a press
release detailing its history and accomplishments.
Red Ribbon Hall by 1891 was located on the south
side of T Street between Twelfth and Thirteenth.
Skinner, the builder and owner, had planned the
new larger quarters after the older meeting place
on South Twelfth became too crowded. Regular
features of the weekly Sunday afternoon meetings
were an opening prayer, an organ choir singing
gospel songs, remarks by reformed men, recitations
by some boy or girl, and at the close, the signing of
the pledge.“

Despite all the effort the temperance forces
could muster, the amendment drive failed. The
statewide vote on prohibition was 82,292 for the
amendment and 111,728 against it. Regulation
or prohibition of the liquor traffic, which had
been a leading state issue up to 1890, had been
sidetracked by the defeat of the prohibitory amend-
ment and largely superceded in the public mind
by other concerns until the rise of a new organiza-
tion—the Anti-Saloon League—with a new plan
of attack on the liquor interests."

Lincoln’s Red Ribbon Club, however, retained
its vigor even after the defeat of temperance forces
at the ballot box in 1890, Reformers lecturing on
a variety of topics found an attentive audience at
Red Ribbon Hall, making the weekly gatherings a
strong force for social reform in Nebraska.® Women,
many as members of the WCTU, frequently attended,
and women’s concerns were discussed. A series
of Sunday afternoon meetings in February 1891,
for example, featured short addresses by several
members of the Nebraska Legislature on woman
suffrage. "Allow woman to vote,” Representative O.
Horne of Syracuse told the audience on February 1,
“and the saloon will soon be forgotten.” On Febru-
ary 15 a surprise anti-suffrage speech was delivered
from the platform by Representative Fred Newber-
ry. Amid cheers and hisses, he was subsequently
“buried beneath hundreds of feet of arguments and
facts and every argument he used was refuted and
turned against him with ten-fold power. Newberry
was aroused and promised to come loaded for
bear next Sunday."*

Through these tumultuous meetings Skinner
retained his unruffled demeanor, apologizing if he
felt it necessary to those who were roughly treated
by the audience. “[W]e may sometimes tread on
your toes,” he said,

but you must take it. . . . We invite you to come
here and talk, and it don't make any difference
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