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Power, money and fame – an old trio that drives Erik Rivenes’ story of Albert
Alonzo Ames, as it does so many other stories. Though this book has a wealth
of players, these three are never named outright. But they play an outsized
role in “Doc” Ames’ rise to the mayor’s office, and they play outsized roles in
his demise, too.
The story of Doc’s ferocious pursuit of politics begins in 1875, when he ran
unsuccessfully for the Republican nomination for Minneapolis mayor. A few
short months later, however, he
swapped parties and clinched the
Democratic nomination for the next
election. (Mayoral terms lasted one
year in those days.) A few months after
that, he was sitting proudly in the
mayor’s office.
This sort of ideological about-face did
not go unnoticed by the political
establishment or the press. Indeed,
many aging members of his new party
looked upon him with suspicion as a
“new-fangled Democrat.” Members of
his old party called the swell of
workers who had elected him “loafers
and bummers, generally.” But as the
Minneapolis Tribune wrote at the
time, Doc “left the Republican party
in the morning, was nominated for
mayor in the evening by the
Democratic party, and inside of a week was elected mayor by votes of both
parties. That’s business for you.”
__________________
* Published by the Minnesota Historical Society Press, 240 pages (2018).
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It was indeed just business for Doc, who immediately began frequenting
saloons, bars and gambling houses of all types, ostensibly to keep an eye on
them as the new man in charge.
His questionable behavior led to a lost reelection bid, but Doc ran again for
mayor in 1882, after the mayoral term had been extended to two years.
Doc’s antics in his first term made his opponents suspicious of his motives,
and they painted him as the liquor-friendly candidate. He was even accused
of accepting a $4,000 donation from bars and saloons across the city in what
observers thought was a way to buy favor for when he once again won the
mayor’s office.
Despite the contested campaign, win the office he did. And just like in his
first term, he promptly became a common sight at all sorts of seedy
establishments and set about ways of using his regained power to enrich
himself. He tried to run for Congress during this term and was even accused
of asking a brothel madam for a $150 campaign donation.
Again, however, his behavior shut him out of office when election season
came around again. A Republican mayor won, but over that term, Doc’s
supporters successfully painted the Republican as an aloof and cowardly
figure. Doc won the mayor’s office again in 1886.
This time, Doc knew the tricks of the office and wasted no time setting up
Minneapolis just as he liked it. As Rivenes put it, “It would be a wide-open
city again, with gambling houses, saloons, and prostitution catering to a vast
increase of visitors to Minneapolis. As head of the police department, Doc
would use his powers like a dictator, and men could be arrested, locked up,
and released under his orders. At the request of friends or aldermen, prisoners
were even released from jail.”
In his third term, Doc ran a rousing campaign for governor that likely would
have succeeded if not for a disaster in which his supporters and other
Democrats attacked the Republican campaign parade and beat participants
with clubs, stones and eggs as they entered a stretch of Democratic territory.
The police force watching the parade was part of Doc’s administration and
thus did nothing – and some witnesses claimed the officers even joined in.
Later, the police arrested 18 men, none of them Democrats.
The debacle spelled Doc’s loss at the gubernatorial polls, and after leaving the
mayor’s office, he took a several-month trip to Europe to recuperate.
After returning to Minneapolis and spending several years circling the
political class, Doc decided to run for a fourth mayoral term in 1898, but as a
Republican. He was confident the voters who had carried him to office in the
past would not care about his party affiliation – and he was right.

2

When Doc won the mayor’s position once more, he appointed his brother
Fred Ames as chief of police allowed a known drunk and borderline criminal
named Norm King to keep his job as police detective. Additionally, a
belligerent and seedy restaurant owner named “Coffee John” Fitchette was
hired as a police sergeant.
Those in his inner circle like Norm and Coffee John helped Doc use his
power to wring money out of whatever establishments they could. Since many
of these businesses were shadily legal at best, it was in the proprietors’ best
interest to get to know Doc and work out a deal with him fast. Gambling
houses came under police protection, rackets that fleeced out-of-towners gave
a cut to the mayor himself, and brothel owners paid up to stay open.
In the end, it was a scrap of paper and a bit of addition that finally brought
Doc down – a ledger showing the mayor’s cut of criminal payoffs to city
officials. That, and several of his inner circle were brought down all at once in
court – for perjury, bribery, skipping bail and other crimes.
Ames was put on trial too, and convicted, but his guilty verdict was later
overturned by the Minnesota Supreme Court and he never went to prison for
his crimes and corruption. He died in his sleep nine years after being cleared,
still vaguely connected to the characters of the criminal underworld.
Rivenes’ book on Doc’s political career is a ruthlessly researched tale of
corruption. The parade of criminals and crooked officials is immense, and
many of their names leak out of the brain immediately after reading. Still, the
important ones keep stealing, bribing and beating people up, so their names
eventually stick.
Doc’s story is ultimately one of a slick political figure sliding out of
punishment, and it paints a rollicking picture of early Minneapolis that helps
put today’s politics into perspective. It’s worth a read by Minneapolitans and
out-of-towners alike.

Reviewer
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the Minneapolis Star Tribune and now works as a copy editor for Thomson
Reuters Westlaw. She can be reached at elena.neuzil@gmail.com.
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Appendix
The Minnesota Supreme Court reversed Ames’s conviction on
January 29, 1904. The complete texts of Associate Justice Charles
L. Lewis’s opinion and the concurrence by Associate Justices
Calvin L. Brown and John A. Lovely follow.
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