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
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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






































































