Our organization is more
than a secret order; it is a
movernent; in a sense, it is a
Crusade,

PAULS ETHERIDGE
IMPERIAL KLONSEL, KKK

Well, this might not be as
funny as it taoks. There is
something big starting in this
country, and we've just
joned it
DENVER KLANSMAN
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INVISIBLE EMPIRE:
THE KNIGHTS OF THE
KU KLUX KLAN

{‘ V-hen most Americans hear the

words Ku Klux Klan* their minds conjure up
an image of southern rednecks sadistically ter-
rorizing blacks. The hooded and robed night
riders of the Klan are perceived as fanatical,
viclent, and dedicated to the preservation of
white supremacy. This image stems from the
Klan movements that have received the great-
est publicity or are of the most recent origin,
The first Klan arose in the South during the
Reconstruction Period following the Civil War.
In response to the emancipation of slaves and

*In 1860, the first Klansmen manipulated the Greek
word for circle—kuklos—to derive Ku Klux. Ku Kilux
Kian was their final alliterative creation. Alliteration

also explains Klan terms like Kludd. Kialiff. and
Kicxter.
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Republican party rule. Klansmen threatened, flogged, and killed those who
sought racial equality and a more just distribution of wealth and power. The
third Klan resistance appeared in the South after World War 11 and grew in
reaction to black assaults upon the racial status quo. In the 1970s a fourth
Klan movement emerged from a southern base to penetrate the North and
West in alliance with other racist groups.

Interest in these Klans has hidden from view the second Klan, the
Invisible Empire of the 1920s, which was the most powerful soctal movement
of the decade and probably the most significant challenger from the American
right wing. Unlike its predecessor of the Reconstruction Era or its descendant
of today, this Klan was not primarily southern. white supremacist. or (error-
ist. Preaching a multifaceted program based upon “100 Per Cent Americanism”
and militant Protestantism. the Invisible Empire of the Knights of the Ku Klux
Kian enlisted recruits in every section of the nation. Perhaps as many as six
million Americans had by 1925 heeded its call to resist Catholics, Jews,
lawbreakers, blacks, and immigrants.

The notoriety of the Ku Klux Klan should got deflect attention from its
identity as a social movement. Klansmen and women, like other movement
activists. seized opportunities to give meaning to their program. shaped
perceptions. and offered a vehicle to those who sought change. In constant
interaction with authorities, opinion makers, polity members. and other
contenders. they mobilized people, money, and votes to gain advantages and
entrance into the inner circle. Condemming the Klan's challenge as deviant

inhibits an understanding of its rise to power and provides false comfort to
its enemies.

THE KLUXING OF AMERICA

The second Klan's beginnings were humble. On Thanksgiving night in 1915
William Joseph Simmons, a former Methodist circuit rider, history instructor,
and fraternal organizer, persuaded fifteen men to follow him to the summit
of Stone Mountain in Georgia. There they knelt before an American flag and
a burning cross and dedicated themselves to the revival of the Invisible
Erzpire of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, Stmmons traced his inspiration
to a vision he experienced upon his return from the Spanish-American War,
One summer evening he stood transfixed ag the clouds in the sky were
molded into charging white-robed horsemen. When the images faded. Sim-
mons fell to his knees and promised to convert this divine sign into reality.'

The resurrected Ku Klux Klan was not an immediate success; by 1920 the
Invisible Empire consisted of only four or five thousand knights in scattered
Klans throughout Georgia and Alabama. To revitalize his dream, Simmons




INVISIBLE EMPIRE: THE KNIGHTS OF THE KiJ KL.UX KLAN

enlisted the aid of two shrewd promoters, Edward Clarke and Elizabeth Tyler
of the Atlanta-based Southern Publicity Association. On 7 June, 1920 they
signed a contract stipulating that the association, henceforth the Propagation
Department of the Invisible Empire, would promote and enlarge the Klan in
exchange for eight dollars of every ten-dollar membership fee, or klectoken.
Clarke and Tyler hired an initial sales force of more than two hundred
Kleagles, or recruiters, and directed them to exploit any issue or prejudice
that would lure men to the movement. Since the kicagles worked on a
commission basis. they sought to attract as many new members as they
possibly could. The sharp rise in the secret order's membership reflected their
success, for between June 1920 and October 1921, eighty-five thousand men
joined the Klan. Sinmons later said of Clarke: "He put an army of 1.100 paid
organizers in the field: hundreds of smart men working {or him. They made
things hum all over America."?

Three events enhanced the kleagles' industriousness. In 1915 the motion
picture Birth of a Nation opened in theaters across America. Pioneering a
variety of filmmaking techniques the nearly three-hour extravaganza, with a
cast of thousands, revolutionized the infant movie industry. Millions eagerly
paid the two-dollar admission price, more than ten times the customary fee.
to see depicted, in broad expanse, the history of America. The film climaxed
with the rise of the Reconstruction Klan and its salvation of the South from
black rule. It was the first film to be shown in the White House, and President
Woodrow Wilson declared that it was “like writing history with lightning.">
Klan organizers basked in the glow of adulation and used the movie to launch
recruiting drives.*

The Klan gained, too, when the New York World published in September
1921 a series of articles about its activities. Syndicated over a three-week
period in twenty newspapers around the United States. the exposé focused
upon Klan secrecy and violence. If the editors of the World had hoped to
smother the Klan movernent. their series had the opposite effect. The articles
served to introduce the Klan to curious Americans and to facilitate recruit-
ment. Many in the hinterland. hostile to anything with a New Yoik City
imprint. even clipped facsimile membership application forms appearing in
the exposé and sent them to Atlanta for processing.”

A congressional investigation of the Ku Klux Kian in the wake of the New
York World series also generated increased momentum. lmperial Wizard
Simmons ably defended the Klan, representing his moverment as nonviolent.
fraternal. and patriotic. The Klan emerged from the glare with the apparent
endorsement of congressional leaders and national opinion makers, Accord-
ing to Simmons. "It wasn't until the newspapers began to attack the Klan that
it really grew. Certain newspapers also aided us by inducing Congress to
investigate. ... The result was that Congress gave us the best advertising we
ever got. Congress made us.”
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Selling the Klan  Kleagles lectured Americans about all aspects of the Klan
creed. They portrayed the Klan as a patriotic organization dedicated to the
preservation of the nation's institutions and ideals. The white-robed "guard-
ians of liberty” stood for fair elections, honest leaders, efficient government:
they were against unresponsive and corrupt politicians. Disclaiming partisan-
ship, the Klan infiltrated both major political parties and elected hundreds of
candidates pledged to its version of “100 Per Cent Americanism."” For those
demanding political reform, the Klan provided a convenient vehicle for
mobilization.

Clothed in the symbols of Protestantism, the Klan posed as the savior of
the "old time religion” and promtsed to unite Frotestants in a crusade that
would combat the teachings of evolution and restore faith in Gad. the Bible,
and the Christian fundamentals. Vigorous trecruitment of ministers and gen-
erous donations to Protestant churches enhanced the organization's aura of
religiosity.

Law and order was another Klan rallying cry. In the immediate postwar
years. a sharp upsurge in crime jolted Americans. "Murder, theft. robbery, and
hold-ups.” declared Texas Governor Pat Morris Neff. "are hourly occurrences
that fill the daily press. The spirit of lawlessness has become alarming. Our
loose method of dealing with violators of the law 18 In a large degree
responsible for the conditions that today confront us.”” Although crimes of
all types increased, most attention was focused upon the breakdown of the
prohibition laws. Moonshiners and bootleggers infested the nation. pursuing
their trade with impunity as local authorities seemed unwilling or unable to
stamp them out. Men and women in cities, suburbs, and towns, frustrated

by inadequate law enforcement, demanded action Speaking for many of its
rcaders. the Tulsa Tribune declared in 1920 "Lawlessness in Tulsa MUST
STOP. If you have not enough police Mr. Mayormake a loud noise that sounds
like HELP and demand that the citizens give you help."® Four years later. the
Denver Post echoed the Tribune: "When the law is not enforced. when it is
disregarded spurned and trampled upon . .. when its lack of enforcement and
its delay fail to protect the citizen and taxpayer he has but one immediate
recourse, and that is to enforce the laws himself. . .. The zero point is just
about reached in this community."*

The Klan also saw the traditional code of morality under attack. Chal-
lenges to the moral status quo had appeared before World War [ and rapidly
multiplied in the 1020s. Evidence of moral laxity was everywhere; new styles
of clothing, "suggestive” dances. and “titillating” motion pictures were sym-
bols of the decay sapping America's strength. Klansmen vowed not enly to
banish loose women. roadhouses. and “joyriding neckers and petters” but to
restore decency and decorum to their communitics,

The Klan's message of Americanism and law enforcement was not
aimed at all Americans; only white. native-born Protestant maies, eighteen
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years or older, were accepted for membership. Later, Klansmen encouraged
their wives, mothers, and sisters to form an auxiliary. Foreign-born Protes-
tants were allowed to enroll in the Klan-sponsored Royal Riders of the Red
Robe and the American Crusaders. Klansmen even organized their children.
Completely excluded from “100 Per Cent Americanism” and depicted as
threats to the nation’s ideals and values were Catholics. Jews. immigrants,
andblacks.

Catholics. constituting 36 percent of the nation’s population in 1920,
bore the brunt of Klan hatred. Preying upon long-time suspicions and
prejudices, the Klan excoriated Catholics for their devotion to a false
church and “pagan” worship. More important. kleagles accused Catholics
of placing their allegiance to the pope above their loyalty to the United
States. They maintained that the pope, ever ready to expand his power.
had long coveted Protestant America. With Catholic votes he would elect
men to do his bidding. Once the Catholic hierarchy had gained control of
the government, it would end the separation of church and state, ban the
Bible, and destroy the freedoms of press, speech, and religion. Klan leaders
warned Protestants that this conspiracy was in reach of victory, for 85
percent of federal government employees, 60 percent of elected and
appointed office holders, and the entire secret service were Catholic. The
time for talk had passed. The Klan was the spearhead of the Protestant
offensive against this conspiracy.

Anti-Semitism also drew recruits. In the Klan litany the Jews were
“Jonah[s] on the Ship of State,” incapable of assimilation because of their
conceited religious and social exclusiveness. Scornful of American tradi-
tions, the Jews planned to undermine Protestant hegemony. Well-organ-
ized "Hebrew syndicates.” kleagles told listeners, forced Protestants from
positions of economic power. The motion picture industry. an early victim
of the Jews, produced debauching films, commercialized the Sabbath, and
lured Protestants from their churches. Further, the Klan accused Jews of
leading the movement to brand the Bible a sectarian book and exclude it
from the public schools. Some kleagles even charged that Jewish financiers
were aiding the pope in his scheme to disinherit Protestant Americans.

Immigrants presented another challenge to pure Americanism. a Trojan
horse filled with inferior and disloyal men and women. The Klan maintained
that the newcomers from southern and eastern Europe cared little for justice
and liberty: they wanted only to siphon America's wealth and return to lives
of ease in their homelands. Clustered in urban foreign quarters. immune to
the forces of Americanization, the immigrants were accused of perpetuating
their alien lifestyles and retaining allegiance to the Old World. Underlying
much of the Klan's animosity were the religious affiliations of the immigrants.
Because they were predominantly Catholics and Jews, immigrants were
merely pawns in the anti-Protestant conspiracy.
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White supremacy bad always been a tenet in the Klan's creed. In the wake
of black migration to the North. kleagles exploited white fears of a "new
Negro” emerging from World War [ demanding political, economic. and social
equality. They even spread ramors that black leaders advocated intermarriage
with whites. Citing the Bible and “scientific evidence” of black mental inferi-
arity inherited from “savage ancestors, of jungle environment.” Klansmen
stood ready to battle for the purity of the white race. "WE MUST KEEP THIS
A WHITE MAN'S COUNTRY." proclaimed a Klan recruiting ad. "Every effort
to wrest from the White Man the control of this country must be resisted. Ne
person of the White Race can submut . . . without shame.”

Klansmen, lamented Dr. John Galen Locke. the Grand Dragon of the
Colorado Ko Klux Klan. were "now outlaws in the land of their forefathers,
forced to conceal their activities and identity with 2 mask of secrecy.” Their
birthright was imperiled by the Joew. “his eye . .. on the prosperity, wealth
and resources of America”; the Roman Catholic, who would "have us bow
down our heads in worship to his foreign pope”; and the Negro, “the untaught
would fain be teacher.” "Should they gain sway.” he continued, "no more
would America be a land of liberty. justice and equality, a land of resources
and opportunity. the land of virgin hope. the land of the ideals and aspirations
of eur forefathers. All this would these people sacrifice on the altar of self.”
Called to defend God. country, race, community. and family. white Protestant
Americans donned the houd and robe and pledged their allegiance to the
Invisible Empirc of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.

During the first half of the 19205, the Klan made dramatic gains. In Texas.
the Invisible Empire’s first self-governing realm. 200,000 men joined. and a
Klansman was elected to the United States Senate. Oregon furnished the
cause with 50.000 of irs citizens, and Klan-endorsed candidates won the
governor's chair and a Senate seat. In neighboring Washington state, forty-
two kiaverns housed 35000 to 40000 Klansmen. The Klan enrolled 50,000
Protestants in California and helped capture the statehouse for its approved
candidate. The Midwest proved quite fertile 10 Klanism. Kansas Klan leaders
boasted a realm population of 100.000. Kleagles organized twenty local
chapters for Chicago's 50.000 Klansmen. while 35.000 wore the hood and robe
in Detroit. The Klan citadel of Indiana sheltered 240,000 knights who suc-
ceeded in electing two governors and two U.S. senators. In neighboring Ohio
400.000 men paid their klectokens for the privilege of entering the Invisible
Empire. New York added 200,000 more Klansmen, and Pennsylvania 225,000
The Klan found receptive Protestants even in New England: Connecticut
provided 20.000 men. and Maine 15.000.™

Imperial rule. klavern power According to its constitution, the Xu Klux
Klan of the 19205 was a centralized and bweaucratic organization. Power
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resided in the Atlanta, Georgia. headquarters and emanated from the imperial
wizard and his advisors. These included. all with an Imperial prefix: the
Klaliff (vice president), Kludd (chaplain}, Kligrapp {secretary), and Klabee
{treasurer). among others. (Such offices were duplicated on both the state
and local levels.) The Imperial Palace planned national policy. chartered
state chapters and local units or klaveras. and held a veto over all activities
of lesser Klan organizations. The Grand Dragon. appointed by the Imperial
Wizard. commanded the state body or realm. He. in turn, named Grand
Titans to supervise the affairs of provinces or groups of counties. At the
local level, the Exalted Cyclops and his assistants directed the affairs of
the klavern.'’

Centralization and bureaucratization did not insulate the Klan from dis-
sension. Edward Clarke and Elizabeth Tyler came under fire in 1627 when
critics accused them of sexual immorality and financial misconduct. Tyler
relinquished her Klan ties. but Clarke, with Imperial Wizard Simmons's
support, (Jung to power. Simmons's refusal to confront charges of his friend’s
corruption made him. in turn. vulnerable. So. too. did the Imperial Wizard's
administrative incompetence and drinking problem. In November. David
Stephenson, H.C. McCall, and James Comer. the Grand Dragons of Indiana.
Texas. and Arkansas. respectively. engineered an Imperial Palace coup. They
convinced a gullible Simmons to resign temporarily as Imperial Wizard for
the good of the movement and accept the ceremonial post of Emperor. Hiram
Wesley Evans, a former dentist, Exalted Cyclops of the Dallas klavern. and
Grand Titan of Texas Province No. 2. was elected Imperial Wizard. a post he
would hold for seventeen years. Evans quickly consolidated his power.
Taking advantage of Clarke’s indictment for violation two years before of the
valstead and Mann acts, Evans cancelled the Southern Publicity Association's
contract with the Klan in March 1923. Simmong eventually awakened to the
situation and turned to the courts for relief. initiating a two-year legal battle.,
The resulting out-of-court settlement placated Simmons financially and sev-
ered his relationship with the Invisible Empire. Although some klaverns in
Georgia splintered as a result of the infighting. and newspapers highlighted
the Klan scandal. Evans retained the confidence of his legions.

Its constitutional mandates for strict control and coordination also belied
the reality of life in the Invisible Empire, Imperial officers were well aware
that diversity within the Klan world and inadequate communications defied
national dictation on issues and activities. Members accepted the advice of
Imperial Wizard Evans, who insisted, "You cannot put into effect any set
program for there are different needs in the various localities. Your program
must embrace the needs of the people it must serve.” Moreover, conflict

within the Imperial Palace, distance, underdeveloped coordinating channels,
and the rise of Grand Dragons with strong personalities and their own power
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bases made realm affairs relatively immune from national meddling. As a
Klansmar from Grand Junction. Colorado. recalls: "We knew that the Klan
came out of Georgia, but we never thought of them being at the head of it.
We knew that they probably got a dollar out of our ten doliars to join ... and
we knew our bed sheets came from there. As far as we were concerned Denver
was the head of it.” Only in time of crisis, and with sufficient support from
within the state organization, would imperial intervention be tolerated. For
similar reasons, local leaders, while amenable to realm direction, had great
autonomy to develop their klaverns and programs with a minimum of
interference.

T.ocal control did not mean democratic decision making. The central
organization bestowed authority on klavern leaders, who exercised power
according to Klan principles and procedures. All Klansman on entering the
Invisible Empire, knelt before an altar and a burning cross and publicly swore
an oath to “faithfully obey our constitution and laws. and conform willingly
to all our usages and regulations."13 "Mortal men,” proclaimed a Klan officer,
‘cannot assume a more binding oath. . . . Always remember that to keep this
eath means to you honor, happiness. and life. but to violate it means disgrace,
dishonor. and death.” In small communities or in those with strong Klans,
banishment from the Invisible Empire was an effective sanction against
disobedience.

Because Klan realms were autonomous and communities were isolated
from each other. the Invisible Empire is best analyzed through case studies,
To explore in detail the meaning of the KKK for the participants of the drama,
for those who joined or were affected by its actiens. it is essential to descend
to the local community. Local leaders and needs shaped an already flexible
program to fit a particular time and place. In the community. then, may be
discerned the stances of authorities and opinion makers and the reasons for
Klan success or failure.

An investigation of the Denver klavern of the Colorado realm offers
an excellent opportunity to probe fully the hooded society on both the
community and state levels. The Klan arrived in Colorado in 1921 and in
less than three years converted the state into one of the Invisible Empire's
strongest bastions. The Colorado realm and the Denver Klan were en.
twined. for the secret society drew its leadership from and headquartered
in the city. Moreover. Denver accounted for nearly half of the state's
thirty-five thousand Ku Klux Klansmen. No other city in the Rocky Moun-
tain West compared in membership or clout. Only in Indizna did the Klan's
political influence rival that attained in the Centennial State. From Denver

and Colorado emerges a history that counters commonly held generaliza-
tions and stereotypes and mirrors the Klan experience across the United
States.
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DENVER: QUEEN CITY OF THE COLORADQ REALM

During the 1920s Denver was the financial and commercial center of the
Rocky Mountain West. unchallenged in a wide trade area extending for
hundreds of miles in all directions. Denver was also Colorado’s capital and
largest city, inhabited by slightly more than one-fourth of the state's total
population. The city's 256,000 residents were predominantly white and
Protestant. Only 6.175 blacks, 37.748 Catholics, and 17.000 Jews made their
homes in the community. Aside from a few immigrant neighborhoods. the
city was ethnically and culturally homogeneous.

In the spring of 1921, Imperial Wizard Simmons, at the behest of a fellow
member of the Masonic Lodge, came to Denver to organize a klavern. With
the fervor of a revivalist. Simmons extolled the virtues and principles of his
new secret society to a select group of prominent Denverites. The men were
persuaded to join, and Simmons promptly initiated them. From this base. the
Ku Kiux Klan would penetrate every county in the state.

The leader of the Denver organization was John Galen Locke, a local
physician. Born in New York City in 1873, he came to Denver twenty years
later to complete his medical education. In appearance, Locke was hardly
awesome or inspiring. He was a short man. weighing 250 pounds. who wore
a Vandyke beard and carefully trimmed moustache. Yet despite his unprepos-

‘sessing exterior, Locke was a charismatic leader. His genius for organization
and eloguence, along with his ability to inspire fanatical loyalty, made him
one of the most important factors in the growth of the Colorado Klan. Under
his astute direction as Exalted Cyclops and later Grand Dragon, the Klan came
to dominate not only Denver but the state.

Denver's inspired Klan initiates wasted no time in spreading the message
to friends and relatives. They used their church. lodge, business, and profes-
sional connections to secretly gather those native-born, white. Protestant
males ripe for the cause. Particularly fertile ground was tilled in such fraternal
orders as the Masons and Knight Templars. Thirty churches in Denver, almost
20 percent of the Protestant total, would eventually support Klan efforts.
One-third of the Methodist. one-fourth of the Baptist. and five of seven
Disciples of Christ churches had Klan links. These inroads not only enhanced
the Klan's respectability but augmented its resource base. The organization
also worked hard in other ways to build a favorable public image. The Klan
proclaimed itself ready to defend law and order and promised to place
members at the disposal of the police department in the fight against crime.
In addition. the hooded order made donations to local charities, aided widows
and orphans, and contributed to church coffers.

Anti-Klan sentiment surfaced. In 1921, Denver's mayor condemned the
Kian as a threat to lawful government and ordered an investigation. The city
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tax collector launched a probe into the local Klan's alleged failure to pay
federal taxes. A 1922 grand jury report on Klan activities returned no indict-
ments but recommended continued scrutiny. Meanwhile, the district attor-
ncy ordered five of his men to infiltrate the secret society and spy on its
activities. Leaders of the Catholic and Jewish communities and Denver
liberals joined those who hammered the Klan as a menace to the liberties of
all Americans.

This reststance only temporarily slowed the Klan's momentum. After an
early demonstration of opposition. Denverites acquiesced to the Klan's pres-
ence. The mayor's determination to fight the Klan turned out to be a political
ploy to deflect attention from an administration linked to organized crime.
When the district attorney confined his anti-Klan efforts to filing weekly spy
reports, he removed the government as an effective obstacle to the Klan's
ambitions. The city’s major newspapers kept silent about the Klan issue or
swiped at Klansmen not so much because they were members of the secret
order but because they were political opponents.

During the Klan's formative years, Denver's inability to generate a deter-
mined counterforce of attitudes. government or polity-member action. or an
Opposition organization. facilitated the movement's expansion, City officials
underestimated their adversary and failed to pursue a policy of continuous
harassment and confromtation. Opinion makers—Protestant ministers. edi-
tors. and other leading community figure s—emitted ambiguous signals: most
were unable or perhaps unwilling to define the Klan as illegitimate. Rather
than intimidating and exhausting the Klan, their silence created the atmo-
sphere that allowed the secret society to gather resources with only minor
interference. The Klan easily defended itself against a confused and sporadic
opposition composed mainly of minority group members. It is not surprising,
then. that within a year after its creation the Denver Klan boasted two
thousand members.

The Klan program The Klan's most effective draw was its pledge to ¢clean
up Denver and rid the city of its criminal element. Police statistics revealed
a significant rise in the crime rate during the early 1920s. Prohibition law
violators accounted for much of the increase. Liquor was cheap and easily
obtainable. and police raids failed to dam the City's supply. Prostitution also
flourished in the city Although Denver police had officially closed the
red-light district, lax regulation after World War I had enabled sixty brothels
to reopen and scores of prostitutes to work the streets. Denver's drug problem
was less publicized. but equally alarming. To stimulate business, organizers
of the drug traffic were reported to be visiting high schools and distributing
free samples. In addition 1o bootlegging. prostitution. and narcotics, the city
reeled under frequent and intense epidemics of burglaries, holdups, and
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sometimes murders. Unsolved crimes proliferated and further compromised
police who already were indicted for inefficiency and corruption. Distrustful
of their police force and impatient with the court systerm. many Denverites
turned to the Klan as the only crganization capable of driving crime and vice
from the city.

The Klan also raised the Catholic specter to garner members, pointing to
local manifestations of the papal conspiracy. In 1921 a Colorado chapter of
the Nattonal Council of Catholic Men was organized in Denver. Its vague
objective was to unite Catholic men all over the United States for “"general
welfare work.” In 1921 Catholics also established the Colorado Apostolate to
attract converts and to aid Protestant ministers in their "leap toward the
light.” Klansmen even spread rumors of a Knights of Columbus plot to arm
the city's Catholics. For those alert to Catholic activities, the news was
ominous. Denver needed the Klan, said one early joiner, because, "the Cath-
olics and the Jews were taking over and we had to do something. So we went
down to the Masonic Lodge and organized.” The long-dreaded Catholic
revolution. given credence by local. tangible evidence and Klan speakers, had
begun. Protestant rule was being challenged. Denver and Colorado had to be
defeated.

The kleagles did not create Denver's anti-Semitism; they merely exploited
it. Denver's Jews. many of them recent immigrants. were primarily concen-
trated in an arez deristvely referred to ag “Jew Town.” Culturally, ethnically.
and religiously distinct, this community generated distrust and disgust
among many Protestants. The inhabitants of the section, contended a Klans-
man, were "cagey and aggressive, with Jew-stuff oozing out of every pore.”
Denverites were suspicious for reasons other than the community's alien
nature. The public linked the jews to bootlegging and illicit gambling opera-
tions.

The Italians of North Denver also incited Klan hostility, Little Italy was
an enclave of Old World culture where Italian was spoken as often as English.
The Klan's indictment, however. went beyond ethnicity and religion; the
colony was tagged as the source of Denver's supply of bootleg whiskey and
wine and the center of the city's drug traffic. The Italians. like the Jews,
concentrated in a small but highly visible ethnic pocket. were an obvious
fulcrum upon which to raise the Klan.

The number of blacks in Denver was small, but this community was in
rebellion against its second-class status. In the 1920s, blacks attempted to
integrate downtown movie theaters, school social events, and municipal
recreational activities. Meanwhile, blacks were escaping their ghetto and
buying homes in white neighborhoods. They received a hostile reception.,
Whites reacted with mob violence, bombings, and covenants prohibiting the
sale of homes to blacks. Thus, black efforts to achieve equality posed an
immediate threat to white control. It is not difficult to understand why some
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Denverites looked to the Ku Klux Klan to preserve neighborhood purity and
restrain contentious blacks.

The Klan appeal involved more than its issue-oriented campaign. The
Invisible Empire offered an exotic fraternal life featuring ghostly costumes
and eerie burning crosses. Regular lodge nights were supplemented with
parades. outings. concerts, and picnics. Somewhat akin to the lodge men were
those secking fun. adventure, and a share of the secret. Membership became
for a time faddish: "everybody wanted in the Ku Klux Klan because it was the
thing to do” As the Klan grew, it also wielded an economic club that
convinced businessmen and their employees to join or risk reprisals.

Thus, the multifaceted image and platform of the Ku Klux Klan offered
something for every white Protestant. The result was a loose coalition of
diffuse, unorganized camps distinguished by their particular needs and fears,
Distinct groups are discernible although the pattern is blurred, for few tock
out membership on the basis of a single feature of the Klan program. Aside
from the opportunists. the coerced. and the faddists whose influence was
mintmal, several salient groupings can be identified. The Klan contained a
small hard core of true believers eager to save the community from marauding
Catholics. Jews, and blacks. An allied bloc, less steeped in the rhetoric of
prejudice, reacted to immediate threats to their homes and neighborhoods.
The lodge men found the mysteries of Klan ritual more satisfying than baiting
minorities. Yet none of these groups, alone or combined, was sufficient to
propel the movement 1o power. Success came only when the Klan merged
their grievances with demands to restore law and order to Denver. Many of
those concerned about the spreading lawlessness were not particularly big-
oted. They tolerated the rabid passions of fellow Klansmen primarily because
of the white Protestant heritage of distrust and the minority connection to
crime. The Denver Kian's emphasis on law and order reflected its drawing
strength and the needs of its membership. Klan leaders representing the
different interests guaranteed. however, that no issue was neglected.

The Denver environment proved congenial to the Klan's mobilization
success. Lity government could not solve a stressful crime problem or sup-
press what appeared to be a coordinated minority uprising against Protestant-
ism. Denverites who believed that local authorities had abandoned them
could look to the Ku Klux Klan alone for their salvation. They sought an
outlet. oo, for unfulfilled fellowship and spiritual needs. john Locke, assisted
by capable and energetic lieutenants. centralized control and effected a clear
chain of command capable of molding the Klan to the community. In addition.
the Kian met no substantial counterattack. A man did not fear his minister's
censure or his neighbor's scorn when he enlisted in the secret society. The
risks were few, the rewards unlimited. With all variables tilted in the Klan's
favor. it is not surprising that seventeen thousand Denver men passed
through the portals of the Invisible Empire by 1925,
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Still, the Klan had one other hurdle to clear on the road to power. It had
to attract the support of men and women who did not feel strongly enough
the need to join the Klan but were nevertheless sympathetic to its aims.
Crucial to gaining the support of this population. too. was the interplay of
Klan leadership and organization, local tensions. community perceptions, and
the actions of government and established groups.

Reaching for Influence The Denver Klan's program and growing strength
dictated political action, and the first opportunity came in the Denver mayoral
election of 1923. The Klan's candidate pledged a war on crime and vice, lower
taxes, and efficient government. A close friend of Exalted Cyclops Locke and
an early joiner, he kept his invisible connections secret and publicly con-
demned the hooded order to appease Jewish and Catholic supporters. On
election day, a coalition of Klan and anti-Klan forces swept him into oftice
over an incumbent tainted with corruption.

The newly elected mayor quickly implemented many of his campaign
promises. His administration stressed economy, weeded out corrupt mem-
bers of the police department. and intensified anticrime efforts. Despite
statements to the contrary, the Klan's mark was very much in evidence. The
mayor named Klansmen to important posts in his administration. A Klans-
man was appointed chief of police. and the department was heavily infil-
trated. The Klan was so sure of its control that it even requisitioned men and
vehicles from the department. Secret influence upon the court system was
readily apparent. for Kluxers served as justices of the peace and district court
judges. The threat of Klan justice emanated not only from the bench but from
juries drawn from Klan membership lists.

Klan control encouraged militancy. Klansmen burned crosses at will
throughout the city. Businessmen advertising in anti-Klan or minority news-
papers were threatened with boycotts. Routing their kavalkades past syna-
gogues, Klan members mocked worshippers. Catholic priests and Jewish
activists were subjected to physical harassment and death threats. At least
two Klan opponents were kidnapped and pistol-whipped.

While such acts were reprehensible and condemnable, it is also necessary
to consider them as tactics in a struggle for power. Protected from government
retaliation, Klansmen were attempting to strengthen their position in the
community. These incidents demonstrated to members and nonmembers
alike that the Klan intended to carry out its pledges to shackle minoritics.
Moreover, the public distinguished such violence from other acts of lawless-
ness. Cross burnings. harassment, and terror to effect Protestant ends were
perceived as legitimate and provoked no outcry. Finally. viclence served to
heighten the movement's unity and to hamper the mobilization of anti-Klans-
men. Bigotry is thus only a partial answer. The quest for power plays a vital
explanatory role.



CHAPTER 4

The Klan's stand for law and order was well received in Pueblo, Trinidad,
Walsenberg, and other southern Colorado towns. As in Denver, white Prot-
estants blamed immigrants for the crime epidemic. In south-central Fremont
County, for example, Klan leaders tailored a program that combined anti-Ca-
tholicism with a drive for civic improvement and reform. Beyond the Rocky
Mountains, on the Western Slope. Klansmen in Grand Junction announced
no platform of change or plan of action. Local leaders spoke to another need.
The Ku Klux Klan offered Protestants an epportunity to enter an exciting
fraternal lodge, to share in the secret. the fun. and the fellowship. Thus did
the Klan adapt to each local environment. finding the conditions that would
make its vague solutions relevant and concrete. Each Klan, attuned to its
communrity's concerns, became a differentiated cell in a larger organism.

Qutside of Colorado, community tensions and unresponsive government
authorities nurtured the Klan's growth. Klansmen throughout the United
States scemed to share the belief that public officials had left them defense-
less or had actually betrayed them to a conspiracy of ¢riminals. Cathalics.
Jews. and immigrants. Men entered the Klan in Madison. Wiscensin, because
the police force appeared to have capitulated in the war against crime. The
department, pockmarked by inefficiency and corruption. could offer the
community no respite from bootleggers, murderers, and prostitutes. In El
Dorado, Arkansas, residents accused the city government of collaborating
with lawbreakers and ignoring rampant vice. Disgusted with the situation,
Protestants accepted the Ku Klux Klan as the only means of cleansing their
town. In the face of government lethargy, Klansmen in Chattanooga. Tennes-
see, compiled a list of one hundred suspected bootleggers and demanded their
apprehension. All Klansmen knew the reason for the government's failure to
act: Two Catholics. a Jew. and a renegade Presbyterian, who hired "papists”
to teach in the public schools. sat on the Chattanooga city commission. The
openly run and apparently protected "nigger whorehouse opposite the
schoolhouse” prodded men to join the McKees Rock, Pennsylvania. Klan. '
El Paso, Texas. Klansmen condemned neighboring Ciudad Juarez as a haven
for drug dealers. bootleggers. thieves, murderers. and prostitutes. They were
determined to scal the border and save their community from the infection
of immorality and lawlessness. In Anaheim. California. Klansmen were in-
strumental in forcing an incompetent dity official from office and later helped
replace an administration branded as ineffective and fiscally irresponsible.

BENEATH THE HOOD AND ROBE

Who joined the Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s? Were these Klansmen the
stereotypic marginal men of American society seeking shelter from failure in
a mass organization? Was the Klan a2 movement of a particular social and
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economic class? Although the Klan was a secret society and guarded its
membership rosters well, a few lists have survived to allow a peek under the
white mask.

A statistical investigation of the Denver Klan's seventeen thousand mem:
bers offers key insights into the Invisible Empire. To reflect changing organ-
izing methods—from selective recruitment to open enrollment—I divided
the Klan roster into early and late joiners and drew random samples from
each. There were few differences between these two groups in age, marital
status, place of birth. and military service. The Denver Klan was a2 movement
of mature men. not an uprising of callow. thrill-seeking young people. The
overwhelming majority of members were thirty years of age or older when
they entered the Invisible Empire. Teenage Klansmen represented just 1
percent of the recruits. Stability and maturity are also reflected in the fact
that more than three-quarters of the men were married. and only 1 percent
divorced. Most Klansmen were born on farms or in the small towns of
Colorado and the Midwest. In the ranks. recently discharged veterans were
noticeable by their absence. All but 2 fraction of the Klansmen had escaped
service in any of America's wars, Missing past crusades to save American
freedom and democracy, perhaps many saw the Klan as a means to compen-
sate for lost opportunities to serve.

Despite these similarities, occupational differences between the two Klan
groups were considerable (see Table 1).%® Early joiners in high and middle
nonmanual occupations accounted for over 50 percent of their group, while
just 21 percent of the late joiners worked in these occupations. At the same
time. 43 percent of the late joiners labored in occupations below low non-
manual. compared to a little over 16 percent of the eatly joiners, Only in the
low nonmanual category do the groups contain similar proportions of men.

The occupational distribution of late joiners reflects a cross section of the
wider Denver structure in all but the unskilled category. Conversely. high and
middle nonmanual jobholders among the early joiners are heavily over-
represented relative to the Denver population. When the two groups are
united, the early joiners. skewed as a result of recruiting bias, disrupt the
representative nature of the later joiners. In the combined Klan membership.
the high and middle nonmanual categories are overrepresented, the low
nonmanual bloc equivalent, and all blue-collar divisions underrepresented.
Thus. a larger proportion of men in upper occupational groups appeared in
the Klan than did in the community at large. 1t seems that semiskilled and
unskilled workers were the least likely to share the secrets of the Invisible
Empire.

Fremont County's Klansmen were older than their Denver counterparts.
having entered their organization at a mean age of 47.5 years. Forty-two
percent of the members were 50 years of age or older. and only ¢ percent of
the men were between 20 and 29. Not surprisingly. 80 percent of the




































