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PREFACE

The Knights o f  the Ku Klux Klan is a f ru s t ra t in g  

topic to study because o f  the paucity o f  information.  

Hours o f  digging through archives or newspaper f i l e s  may 

reveal but one pert inent  reference. Enter a room f i l l e d  

with people and inquire about the Klan and the result  is 

s im ila r  to turning on a l ig h t  at night in a kitchen and 

watching cockroaches scatte r .  Memories of  residents of  

the sta te  old enough to remember the Klan period are  

clouded with time. Often they are sensit ive  about th e i r  

involvement and re luctant to discuss i t .  Klan records 

no longer ex is t  for the use o f  interested researchers,  

and for good reason. Today the order is stigmatized.  

Events in Oklahoma in the Twenties when the order was at  

i ts  height provided some of  the ta in t  which l e f t  the Klan 

with the label o f  a t e r r o r i s t i c  organization despite the 

best e f fo r ts  o f  i ts  leaders and membership to dull the 

image o f  violence in the popular mind.

What information is av a i la b le  on membership, ac

t i v i t i e s ,  and goals o f  the Knights is often fragmentary 

and speculative as a result  o f  years o f  neglect or out-
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r ight  attempts to destroy ex is t ing  evidence. In Oklahoma 

only one set o f  membership records ex is t  for a town in 

the 1920s and they concern a women's order in the north

ern fringes of  the s ta te .  Even those, records are heavily

damaged and fragmentary. In the end analysis ,  the choice 

becomes one o f  accepting at face value the statements of  

proponents or opponents of  the hooded order for f igures  

on numerical strength, dates o f  beginning for klaverns,

and involvement in n ig h t - r id in g  actions. Even a f t e r  much

research and investigation into the Klan following i ts  

f i r s t  appearance a f t e r  the C iv i l  War in the South, mystery 

and silence shroud modern knowledge o f  the order. The 

mystic q u a l i ty  of  the brotherhood and i ts  spectral cos

tumes lent an aura o f  im penetrab il i ty  that s t i l l  ex is ts .

Only ra re ly  do documents surface that are o f  p r i 

mary value to the researcher interested in the Klan. This 

study u t i l i z e s  sources for the f i r s t  time that l in k  the 

Klan to violence under o f f i c i a l  orders. The material  

consists of  the m i l i t a r y  court hearings in the Tulsa area 

in 1923 while  that c i t y  was under martial  law. Never be

fore have members o f  the Knights of  the Ku Klux suffered  

the exposure those documents release to the eye o f  the 

inves t igator .  Only a few members of the order were con

t in u a l ly  involved in acts o f  n ig h t - r id in g ,  but th e i r  ac

tions provided the proof that linked the Klan to terrorism  

in the Oklahoma countryside in the 1920s.
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The Klan is known for personal immorality by o f 

f i c i a l s  in the sta te  o f  Indiana, for longevity and re

nascence in the sta te  of  Georgia., and for violence in the 

sta te  o f  Oklahoma. The level o f  violence in the Sooner 

State fa r  exceeds that admitted in previous accounts by 

histor ians and overshadows the one sensational murder in 

the state  o f  Louisiana in 1922 which is pointed to as 

the basic incident leading to the Klan image o f  terrorism  

and murder. The f i r s t  convictions of  Klansmen for n ight-  

r id ing in the nation during the 1920s were in Oklahoma.

The f i r s t  m i l i t a r y  court o f  inquiry into alleged Klan 

acts outside the Deep South since Reconstruction took 

place in th is  s ta te .

Violence was not the only " f i r s t "  involving the 

order in Oklahoma. The group made i ts  f i r s t  public ap

pearance outside the Deep South a f t e r  World War I in Okla

homa. Sooners were anxious to jo in  th e i r  neighbors under 

the f ie r y  cross and banner and soon the membership soared 

to the point that the Knights of  the Klan were the most 

powerful influence in the state next to business. Klan 

leaders claimed important and lasting influence in Okla

homa. They proclaimed that the order f i r s t  successfully  

cleaned up the o i l  c a p i ta l ,  f i r s t  ousted a governor of  a 

s ta te ,  and from th e i r  power base in Oklahoma f i r s t  success

f u l l y  turned back the t id e  o f  a l ien  influence that th re a t 

ened the sta te  and the nation.
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From modest beginnings in the leading c i t i e s  of  

the s ta te ,  the Klan achieved vast membership with i ts  ap

peal to local grievances and fears. I ts  appeal to white  

Anglo-Saxon Protestants in the mining d is t r i c t s  where 

aliens competed with them for work spurred the member

ship dr ive .  Whites feared that they were being Inundated 

w ith  an un-American element that consisted of  radicals .

For the average Oklahoman who joined the hooded order i t  

served as a protection against the things that he did not 

understand and as a wall against unforeseen dangers that  

lurked in the shadows of the decade o f  the 1920s. A 

large part of that apprehension among Kluxers resulted  

from the wartime tensions between conservatives and rad i 

ca ls .  The conservatives looked upon nonconformists as 

Socia l is ts  or anarchists who wanted to tear down the fab

r ic  o f  the nation. Through the hoods the Klansmen believed 

they could withstand the threats they perceived in the 

1920s. The Klan's meteoric r ise grew out of  the peculiar  

tensions with in  the state  and prospered and increased 

during the period o f  readjustment following World War I .

The tensions o f  anti-German fee l ing  and the emotionalism 

generated in the batt les  overseas and at home in the war 

period exploded time and again into outbursts in the p e r i 

od 1921 to 1923. Klan numbers and influence rose in spite  

o f the revelations o f  lawlessness by i ts  members during 

the 1924 e lect ion  campaign in the s ta te .  Residents then
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t i r e d  o f  the masked and sheeted hatred in th e i r  communi

t ie s  and turned th e i r  a t te n t io n  to re l ig ious reviva ls  and 

to business a f f a i r s .

The order was strong in o i l  and mining camps where 

vice and crime th r ived .  I t  was weaker in rural and a g r i 

cu l tura l  areas l ik e  the Panhandle. In urban centers 

klaverns o f  the Knights were often businessmen who pres

sured the rural residents o f  th e i r  counties to support 

them and they attempted to quell the t id e  o f  radicalism  

which they perceived from the countryside. Reform even 

under the threat  o f  the lash was the rule where the Klan 

f lo u r i  shed.

Violence in Oklahoma under the Klan reign was much 

more widespread than previously reported in h is to r ic a l  

l i t e r a t u r e .  Klan violence was an outgrowth of  former 

strains of lawlessness showing the undercurrent o f  con

t inual  v io le n t  acts long a f t e r  statehood had been achieved. 

K la n - in i t ia te d  outbursts were carr ied  out by the same in 

d iv iduals who p rec ip i ta te d  violence e a r l i e r  in non-Klan 

guises as wartime members o f  councils o f  defense or as 

law o f f ic e r s .  The resu lt  o f  Oklahoma violence under the 

reign of  the order in the 1920s is to oppose the current  

histor iographical  trend to play down the v io len t  charac

te r  o f  the f r o n t ie r .  Oklahomans' experience, even years 

a f t e r  the f r o n t ie r  ended o f f i c i a l l y ,  was the opposite o f  

t ranquil  development and order ly  progression. Oklahoma
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violence is the a n t i th e s is  o f  the w r i te rs  o f  current West

ern monographs who say that the image o f  the f r o n t ie r  as 

a region of violence is myth. The Klan's actions in the 

Sooner State at  I ts  peak o f  power gave that order an image 

o f  te r ro r  and nightt ime int im idat ion that I t  had not had 

since the days o f  Reconstruction. The Knights would never 

recover from i ts  actions in the s ta te .  The Klan faded 

away into a few scattered nocturnal meetings with an in 

frequent cross burning on a h i l l t o p  but not before the 

order l e f t  an enduring mark upon the s ta te 's  h is tory .
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A HISTORY OF THE KU KLUX KLAN IN OKLAHOMA

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION

Oklahoma at the beginning of  the decade of  the 

1920s provided opportunit ies for recru iters  for an organ

izat ion  promoted as b enef ic ia l  for local communities. To 

the observer surveying the sta te  in 1920, residents en

joyed a l l  the benefits o f  a new sta te --one of  the youngest 

in the nation. Only th ir teen  years a commonwealth, Okla

homa appeared to o f fe r  unlimited p o s s ib i l i t i e s  for growth 

and prosperity .  The new sta te  straddled commercial routes 

connecting the South with the P ac i f ic  Coast and the Texas 

Gulf with the Northern Plains sta tes .  Clubs in many com

munities promoted good roads to boost the development of  

t ransportation for the benef i t  o f  Oklahoma's economy. A l 

though temporari ly in an a g r ic u l tu ra l  depression, Oklahoma 

possessed many p ro f i ta b le  acres making farmers confident  

that boom times were near. Petroleum was rapid ly  replacing  

coal and other minerals as the s ta te 's  leading export.  Oil 

exploration provided a boom atmosphere for  the region.
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Despite the appearance of  surface prosper ity ,  

Oklahomans suffered many problems which provided a f e r 

t i l e  f i e l d  for Klan re c ru i te rs .  Economic prosperity  

touched residents unequally. Discontent led to tension 

between a g r ic u l tu ra l  laborers and tenants and landlords,  

between town merchants and rural customers, between na

t iv e  whites and immigrants, o i l  f i e ld  workers and o i l  

company managers, and between miners and mine owners.

In the p o l i t i c a l  arena conservatives looked with  alarm 

on people they perceived to be radical and anti-American.  

Wartime emotions continued to s p i l l  over into outbursts 

against perceived threats .  S o c ia l ly ,  the sta te  faced 

changes in t ransporta t ion ,  dress, and morals that alarmed 

Fundamentalists who saw increased immorality and a decline  

in church attendance as portents of  d isas ter .

In 1920, Oklahoma was ju s t  one generation away 

from a raw f r o n t i e r  o f  individuals struggling in a w i ld e r 

ness environment. Oklahoma contained a wide d iv e r s i ty  of  

peoples. The mixture o f  population ranged from the s ix ty -  

seven d i f f e r e n t  Indian tr ibes  in the sta te  to European 

miners in the old Choctaw Nation to Anglo-American cowboys 

on ranches in the western parts o f  the s ta te .  Almost any 

European language could be heard--German among s e t t le rs  

o f the p r a i r i e ,  I t a l ia n  and Russian in the mines of  the 

eastern part o f  the s ta te ,  and Scandinavian among farmers 

in the north. A scatter ing  of  Jewish merchants and Mexi
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can-Americans and blacks joined Indians in adding to ra 

c ia l  and ethnic d iv e r s i ty .  Oklahoma had been quickly s e t 

t led  by whites in a series o f  land runs. Movement of pop

u la t ion  continued a f t e r  statehood and increased as people 

entered the mineral boom areas hoping for quick wealth.

The rapid changes in population created strains on local 

communities th a t  caused problems for the c i t ize n s  who were 

concerned about the development of th e i r  communities.

From 1900 to 1920, the population of  Oklahoma rose 

123 percent. The concentration of people sh if ted  from 

eight percent urban to t h i r t y  percent urban. America 

entered the urban age in the Twenties and Oklahomans par

t ic ip a te d  in the t ra n s i t io n  a t  a pace faster  than the na

t ion as a whole experienced. C i t ies  in the sta te  rose 

as a result  o f  the quest for mineral wealth. The rapid  

growth o f  c i t i e s  and towns threatened the small town and 

rural dweller.  The c i t y  produced crime, violence, bru

t a l i t y ,  and a l ie n a t io n .  Most Oklahomans looked upon the 

rural small town as a refuge in a world of change. In 

the 1920s, the small town father found his sons and daugh

ters seeking greater opportunit ies in larger towns and 

c i t i e s .  Embattled defenders of the status quo clung to 

th e i r  o lder values even more t ig h t ly .  They closed th e i r  

eyes to change. Some even sought to impose social s t a b i l 

i t y  upon others through force.^

People raised in the environment of V ictorian
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m oral i ty  were alarmed at the changes they saw around them 

in dress s ty les ,  morals, and habits .  Only two generations 

spanned the time from Andrew Jackson through the 1920s.

A man born in 1879 heard ta les  from his father that ex

tended backward to the time o f  Jackson, drawn from his 

fa th e r 's  own experiences. The father part ic ipated  in the 

expansion across the American continent,  had joined the 

gold rush fever to C a l i fo rn ia  in 1850, and raised his son 

amid the old, p r im i t iv e  Fundamentalism that had served 

the pioneers for so many years.^ Jacksonian values sud

denly came into contact with the automobile, the radio,  

vast wealth from o i l  w e l ls ,  and changes in speech and man

ners that were a l ien  to the Fundamentalist feelings of  

the 1920s,

Individual enterprise in the state  led to rapid 

exp lo ita t ion  of resources. The t ra d i t io n  of f ro n t ie r  in 

dividualism created tension when organized labor struck 

out against mine owners in an attempt to correct the wide 

f luctuat ions in wealth which occurred in the bonanza a t 

mosphere. Exploitation l e f t  a scarred landscape and a 

residue of resentment. Bonanza mineral and o i l  s tr ikes  

created booms which brought more population eager for  

quick p r o f i t  with l i t t l e  regard for the consequences.

Too often the boom ended in a rapid decline o f  operations 

and employment which l e f t  more resentment in i ts  wake.

Labor s t r i f e  marred the new s ta te 's  economy.
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Strikes plagued the railway and mining operations and 

labor disputes repeatedly brought out the state m i l i t i a  

to end h o s t i l i t i e s .  Packingtown workers in Oklahoma City  

struck for higher wages and improved benefits  and in the 

ensuing violence one man was hanged for his opposition 

to the walkout. State leaders frequently resorted to 

martia l  law and the National Guard saw service from a 

month to month basis.

Urban factory workers were not the only discon= 

tented labor elements. Rural a g r ic u l tu ra l  workers were 

a g i ta t in g  for higher wages and benefits  in the wheat and 

cotton f ie ld s .  Cotton prices in 1921 plummeted to new 

lows and caused widespread discontent in southern parts  

o f  the s ta te .  The lows surpassed even the depths reached 

in 1914 for cotton prices. That year the Soc ia l is ts  o f 

fered a f u l l  s la te  of candidates in Oklahoma. In 1914 

the Socia l is ts  won over 52,000 votes in the governor's 

race and a S o c ia l is t  almost won elect ion  as mayor of the 

s ta te 's  cap ita l  c i t y .  Agitators gained recru its  among 

the rural poor and tenants and even among the o i l  f i e ld  

workers. The Soc ia l is ts  convinced many Oklahoma residents  

that e i th er  the A gr icu ltura l  Workers of the World, the 

Working Class Union, or the Industr ia l  Workers o f  the 

World were the keys to any economic success they would 

enjoy in the future .  The S o c ia l is ts '  success only alarmed 

the conservatives in the state  fu rther  about a communistic
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society abolishing a l l  o f  th e i r  gains in a bloodbath of  

violence and re t r ib u t io n .  C a p i ta l is ts  and businessmen 

in the towns and the c i t i e s  were alarmed at the r is ing  

t id e  o f  rad ica l i  sm.

High mortgage rates, high in te rest  rates,  and loan 

shark practices in the county seats contributed to the 

animosity. A f te r  the allotments in severalty  ju s t  before  

the turn of the century, Oklahoma had the highest rate of  

tenancy in the nation on a year-to-year  basis. As la te  

as 1945 nearly h a l f  of Oklahoma's farmers were tenants.

In 1910 the sta te  had 104,000 tenant farmers and share- 

croppers--a rate o f  55 percent tenancy.

Tenant and Renters' Unions were one refuge for  

the farmer. About the same time that the Kleagles came 

to the state to propagate for the Knights of the Ku Klux 

Klan, a North Dakota organizer for the Farmer-Labor Re

construction League, named L. N. Sheldon, entered the 

sta te .  He interested John Simpson of  the Farmers' Union 

in his cause and they made great headway among Oklahoma's 

poor whether on the farm or in the factory .  The postwar 

dip in farm prices only aided the radicals in th e i r  re 

c ru i t in g  and fu rther  alarmed conservatives. Economic 

troubles and radicalism rose hand in hand in the s ta te .  

Potential  for violence between radical and conservative  

elements existed and grew with each year.^

The make-up of  the population in Oklahoma favored



7

order ly  development without the th rea t  o f  v io len t  change 

which outside ag i ta to rs  and radicalism brought. A large 

section o f  the s ta te 's  population was Southern, especia l

ly in the southern and northeastern parts of the s ta te .  

Others with Southern values about race and government 

l ived along the northern border o f  Oklahoma and Kansas.

The Southern element in Oklahoma was Democratic and South

ern B apt is t ,  Methodist, or Fundamentalist in f a i t h .  They 

supported the old values that th e i r  parents had in s t i l l e d  

in them from b ir th  and opposed many o f  the changes of  the 

Twenties intruding around them. Midwesterners or North

erners occupied the northwest and northern parts of the 

sta te .  They tended to vote Republican and to be northern 

Methodist. The bastion of  the Democratic Party in the 

sta te  was in the southern parts with scattered support In 

northeastern, regions. Tulsa was a Republican stronghold.^  

People who l ived on the borders o f  the sta te  tended 

to come from immediate neighboring sta tes .  Arkansas, Mis

souri ,  and Texas contributed most of  the white immigrants 

into Indian T e r r i to ry .  Southerners tended to dominate the 

area o f  Oklahoma south of  the Cimmaron River while  North

erners predominated north o f  i t .  Oklahoma was the last  

trans-Mississippi t e r r i t o r y  occupied by representatives  

o f  the Midwest and South. The pioneers brought with them 

t h e i r  support o f  gradual change and s t r i c t  m ora l i ty .^

The p o l i t i c a l  d iv is ions between the cu l ture  areas
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In Oklahoma also re f lec ted  socio-economic d iv is ions in 

the s ta te .  Southern elements of  the population along

the southern t i e r  o f  counties supported s t r i c t  moral codes

and clean l iv in g  in th e i r  communities. Northern counties 

were less s t r i c t  but no less determined to enforce th e i r  

own version o f  moral l iv in g  upon th e i r  neighbors. While 

each section would disagree over points of  l i tu rg y  in 

th e i r  services, they each agreed that the changes in man

ners and morals with the advent of the widening use of  

the automobile must be stopped for the betterment o f  th e i r  

communities. Confl ic ts  with th e i r  neighbors who t ra n s 

gressed the local moral codes were inev i tab le .

New dress s ty les ,  the hip f las k ,  the freedom pro

duced by the automobile, and the image of the "new woman" 

in the 1920s alarmed parents. Ministers attacked the 

"seating capacity o f  a Ford coupe" as an influence for  

e v i l  in th e i r  communities. Stimulants and intoxicants  

were fa v o r i te  subjects of  Oklahomans who belonged to the 

Temperance Union or the Anti-Opium P u b l ic i ty  Board in a 

local community. Members o f  f ra te rn a l  organizations joined  

in the b a t t le  against stimulants and the attendant v ice .  

Women's clubs led campaigns under the d irec t ion  or super

vision o f  local ministers to ban the sale and use of  

c igare t tes  and other forms o f  tobacco, to close pool h a l ls  

and bowling a l le y s ,  and to r e s t r ic t  motion pictures and 

even baseball games. Oklahomans were as unprepared for
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the changes of  the Twenties as were other Americans and 

they t r ie d  to maintain the status quo.^

With the exception o f  the Panhandle o f  the s ta te ,  

a l l  sections underwent the e f fe c ts  of the mineral booms 

which came and disappeared suddenly leaving th e i r  marks 

on the land and the people. The Panhandle was th in ly  

populated and isolated geographically from the mainstream 

o f  Oklahoma l i f e .  Bonanza wealth did not touch that re

gion to the extent i t  touched the rest of the s ta te .  The 

Panhandle remained an ag r ic u l tu ra l  center throughout the 

1920s, never receiving a great in f lux  of population seek

ing quick wealth.

Mining was one of the s ta te 's  oldest industries.  

Lead and zinc in the Oklahoma section of the famous T r i -  

State D is t r ic t  helped make that region the world 's leading 

producer of those minerals. Coal mining had been a lead

ing source of  income for Oklahomans since the 1870s. In 

the postwar depression miners in the p its  and shafts de

manded higher wages and shorter hours. The m i l i t i a  re 

stored order time a f te r  time in the coal f i e ld s ,  most 

notably in 1919 in Okmulgee. The mining camps and towns 

contributed to the bonanza atmosphere in Oklahoma and lent  

tru th  to the charges of ministers and women's club members 

concerning the vice and corruption which existed in the 

camps.

From 1907 through 1927, Oklahoma was a world
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leader in petroleum production. The bonanza atmosphere 

led to rapid settlement and urbanization, booms, depres

sions, and changes in wealth and laws. One-half o f  the 

s ta te 's  towns were a f fec ted ,  and one-ha lf  o f  the s ta te 's  

lands was leased or under production before the boom 

ended. A poverty-str icken farm family l iv in g  in a house 

with a leaky roof might suddenly receive $1,500 a week 

from o i l  production ro ya l t ie s .  They were also surrounded 

with the noise and business of an o i l  camp. The condi

tions o f  the o i l  camps encouraged vice as well as crime 

because quickly gained wealth could ju s t  as eas i ly  be 

spent. The workers in the camp demanded and paid for 

gross entertainment, including p ro s t i tu te s  and bootleg 

whisky. To serve the bustling camps and the surrounding 

communities businesses remained open a l l  n ight.  Road 

houses and hotels provided narcotics on demand and pimps 

s o l ic i te d  openly in o i l  towns without fear o f  police in 

terference. Often policemen ran the road houses or ac

cepted payoffs from the pimps and bootleggers. Easy money 

in the f ie ld s  a t t rac ted  many underworld types. One pros

t i t u t e  summed up the conditions of v ice with the comment 

that she "came in with the f i r s t  load of pipe and went 

out with the laws" as she set up her trade on the row of  

f lop houses appropria te ly  ca l led  Chancre A l ley .^

To use one community as an example o f  the o i l  

f i e l d  conditions, residents o f  Tulsa could dr ive  to the
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outsk ir ts  of town to Joe Baker's road house. I t  was a 

converted farm house ju s t  o f f  the road with a wire  fence 

around i t  and a guard at  the gate. Baker's place was only  

one o f  t h i r t y  in the v i c i n i t y  to choose from. T h i r ty -  

f iv e  cents bought a p in t  o f  black beer. More money could 

be spent on s lo t  machines or on the women who sat around 

the bar. There were always f i f t e e n  to twenty cars there  

day or n ight ,  usually  carrying o i l  f i e l d  roustabouts or 

laborers from the c i t y .

The road houses were the scenes of  n ig h t ly  shoot

ings and drunken brawls which alarmed the qu ie te r  r e s i 

dents o f  the area. I f  they desired, the revelers could 

drive into Tulsa to one of the fourteen bordellos in the 

d i s t r i c t  reserved for them in 1921. They could also dr ive  

to one of the f i f t y  gambling spots in the town. I f  they

wanted something stronger than alcohol they could v i s i t
q

one of  the t h i r t y  narcotic  dens.

A crime wave accompanied the increase in popula

tion and wealth in the years immediately following the 

F irs t  World War, p a r t i c u la r ly  in the regions around the 

o i l  camps and the o i l  towns. An epidemic o f  roadway h i 

jackings and robberies of  s tree tcar  passengers and f i l l 

ing stat ion attendants aroused public opinion in the p e r i 

od 1919 through 1921. Many people feared to go out at  

night because of  the spawn of  crime from the road houses. 

"A person could not d r ive  on the roads outside of Tulsa
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without being h i jacked,"  the leader of the s ta te 's  Klan 

organization t e s t i f i e d  in 1920.  ̂ C it izens who could not 

re ly  upon t h e i r  e lected o f f i c i a l s  to enforce the local 

ordinances, whether through connivance with lawbreakers 

or through lack of manpower, began to organize. Through

out the Sooner State residents formed local committees 

a f t e r  1918. Bristow and Tulsa businessmen formed the Com

mittees o f  One Hundred for c iv ic  improvement. Ardmore 

residents formed the Law and Order League, the Layman's 

Clan, the Business Men's League, and the local C it izens '  

C o m m i t t e e . F i n a l l y  in 1921 there were numerous r e f e r 

ences to a new "committee" in towns throughout the s ta te .

I t  would "be w i l l i n g  and anxious to s t r ik e  at the l iquor  

business and other moral misdoings" which the au th o r i t ie s  

e i th e r  could not or would not put out of business.

The 1920s were "a watershed in the h is tory  of*
12American morals" when youth and in te l le c tu a ls  questioned 

re l ig ious and social customs, new styles in clothing wi th 

high hemlines appeared, and increased use of intoxicants  

took place. D is i l lus ionment,  cynicism, Freudian sexual 

theories ,  increased attendance a t  motion p ic tures ,  and the 

advent o f  joy  r id ing in automobiles aroused parents who 

had been raised in the atmosphere of V ictorian  mora l i ty  

and str ingent behavior. Many parents believed that respect 

for established methods and rules vanished in a mad age of  

dance crazes, s l i t  s k i r t s ,  and other deviations from s t r i c t
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behavior--neighbors smoking, using the hip f las k ,  and en

gaging in promiscuous behavior. In te l le c tu a ls ,  al ienated  

by American excesses, condemned the la x i t y  in business 

morals and the e x p lo i ta t ion  of cap ita l ism . In the post

war d is i l lus ionment many w r i te rs  and younger people ques

tioned the American dream o f  progress and booster ism, 

forcing th e i r  peers and parents into the posit ion o f  de

fending the embattled status quo.

Fundamentalist re l ig iou s  adherents believed they 

were under assault  from s c ie n t i f i c  thought in the decade 

of the 1920s. They f e l t  that the l i t e r a l  t ru th  of the 

Bible ought not to be questioned in evolutionary theories  

such as that b u i l t  around Charles Darwin's investigations  

into natural selection and the o r ig in  o f  species. The 

evolutionary controversy climaxed in the Dayton, Tennes

see, t r i a l  o f  biology teacher John T. Scopes and the court

room antics o f  Clarence Darrow and Wi l l i am Jennings Bryan 

in 1925. Oklahomans re f lec ted  the same fears o f  evolu

t ionary teaching in public  schools and Fundamentalists 

succeeded in obtaining passage of  s ta te  laws banning evo

lut ionary ins truct ion .^^  An an t i -ev o lu t io n  s ta tu te  was 

adopted by the Oklahoma le g is la tu re .  The struggle between 

Americans who opposed change and those Americans who ad

vocated change inflamed fee lings throughout the decade.

Some Oklahomans proposed laws to pressure th e i r  

fel low c i t ize n s  into acceptable behavior. These residents
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cheered the passage and implementation of the Eighteenth 

Amendment to the Constitution banning the sale and pur

chase of  l iquor .  Rural and re l ig ious elements hailed  

that amendment as a landmark in the struggle against 

crime and suffer ing  in the United States. They sought 

other bans on behavior in the hopes that such p ro h ib i 

t ions would put an end to the moral decay they saw about 

them. A v is i t in g  minister  ca l led  upon his audience of  

women in Tulsa to lead the anti-tobacco crusade for an 

amendment to the Constitution to ban tobacco in America.

The H o l l is  Pastors' Conference went on record opposing 

dancing because i t  d e f i le d  the youth of the s t a t e . M i n 

is ters  led the successful attempt to ban a motion p ic ture

from Lawton theaters because they objected to i ts  al leged

immoral influence upon th e i r  c o m m u n i t y . 7̂ a Miami Judge 

complained that motion pictures of Western outlaws led 

Oklahoma youths astray and into a l i f e  of crime. He de

nounced "sex" movies shown to g i r ls  which depicted women 

smoking and drinking champagne as "doing much to destroy
1 o

the modesty and el im inate v i r tu e  from many of our g i r l s . "

Local c iv ic  and women's clubs put pressure on sh e r i f fs  and

mayors to e l iminate pool ha l ls  and domino parlors from 

small towns to prevent the debauching of fathers and th e i r  

sons. The School Board Members' Association in one county 

demanded the Bible be read every morning in classrooms in 

every school in the county.
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M inor i t ies  In Oklahoma took blame for many of the 

problems In the period. Blacks, Indians, and non-Anglo- 

Americans were blamed for radicalism and anti-Americanism. 

Despite the fact that  few had sided with the enemies of  

the United States in the recent World War, many white  

native  Oklahomans looked suspiciously on minorit ies  w ith 

in the s ta te .  Feelings against minority  ethnic groups 

affected Oklahomans' a t t i tu d e s  toward th e i r  fel low re s i 

dents of the region.

Clashes marred in te r ra c ia l  re la t ions .  Each year 

a f te r  statehood, a rac ia l  clash occurred that usually re

quired the m i l i t i a  to quell .^® Oklahoma's record on 

rac ia l  re lat ions re f lected  the n a t ion 's .  During and 

a f t e r  World War I ,  the q u a l i ty  of  race re lat ions de-
2 1scended to i ts  lowest point in the nat ion 's  h istory.

During the summer of  1919 alone, racia l  outbreaks con

vulsed twenty- f ive  American c i t i e s .

White stereotypes of  blacks received constant re

inforcement from the printed word in the sta te .  The mo

tion pictures of the day depicted the black as lazy, un

trustworthy, and possessing q u a l i t ie s  necessitating a 

plantation l i f e  to keep his appetites in check. In 

August, 1915, Oklahomans viewed Will iam Farnum's cinematic 

triumph ca l led  The New Governor, in which the leading ac

tor  had resigned when i t  was revealed that he possessed 

Negro blood. The Eastern t i t l e  o f  the f i lm  was The N i qger.
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Four months la te r  Oklahomans saw the sensational David VI. 

G r i f f i t h  f i lm .  The B ir th  o f  a Nation. The c lass ic  novel 

o f Thomas Dixon on the Reconstruction Ku Klux Klan and 

the ravaged South presented an e le c t r i f y in g  image of  the 

Nsgro as a beast with no re s t ra in ts .  These portrayals  

l e f t  l i t t l e  room in the minds of white Oklahomans for any

thing but a warped image o f  black residents and led to 

many outbursts against Negro c i t iz e n s .

Lynching was a sw if t  and often used"extra-legal

punishment in America. Since i860 over 4,700 Americans

had been lynched at the hands of mobs, some 3,400 o f  whom

were blacks. At th e i r  peak, lynchings in the United States

occurred every two days. Oklahoma ranked eleventh among

a l l  states in to ta l  hangings with 141, three o f  whom were 
22women. The g u i l ty  party was considered beyond the pale  

of normal ju s t ic e  because in te r ra c ia l  rape was the key 

word that unleashed whites raving with hatred. Even though 

only one-sixth o f  lynching victims were even charged with  

rape and most Oklahomans lynched were white,  local mobs 

responded v ic ious ly  at the mention of  a black raping a 

white woman. Lynching served as a community cathars is .

1l lu s t r a t iv e  of  the behavior of white Oklahoma mobs was 

a lynching at Purcell  in 1911. A Negro named Pete Carter  

was accused of  attacking a white woman. A mob seized him 

and dragged him into the s tree t  as an excited crowd of  

3,000 watched. Mob members t ied  Carter to a telephone
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pole and burned him in an attempt to make him confess.

He confessed when the pain became unbearable and was then 

burned to death.

Blacks resented the a t t i tu d e s  and actions of white  

mobs. Blacks recently  returned from f igh t in g  for America 

in the Great War chafed at heightened segregation and 

Jim Crow laws passed in communities across the s ta te .  Un

employment in the postwar depression added to resentments. 

Negro newspapers, such as the Tulsa S t a r , ca l led  for  

equal i ty  with whites, while  m i l i t a n t  spokesmen l ik e

Wil l iam E. B. DuBois, who spoke in the s ta te  in ear ly

1921, inflamed both whites and blacks with his outspoken 

views. Ex-servicemen in both races armed themselves in 

the years a f te r  the F irs t  World War because they were 

anxious about the in te r ra c ia l  tension in the s ta te .  A 

group of armed blacks had prevented the lynching o f  one 

o f  th e i r  number in Muskogee in 1916 and a s im ilar  group 

gathered in May, 1921, in front of the Tulsa Courthouse 

following the a rre s t  o f  a Negro for  al leged rape.

The peak o f  the racia l  outbursts across America 

in 1921 occurred in Tulsa as a result  o f  the alleged rape, 

the gathering mobs, and the threat o f  a lynching. The 

Tulsa race r io t  was the worst one of  that year in the 

United States. The night o f  May 31-June 1 saw enraged 

whites use automobiles and even airplanes to wipe out 

Tulsa's black ghetto. Intentional  f i r e s  gutted an area
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two miles long and twelve blocks wide. Seven companies 

o f National Guardsmen and two companies o f  regular troops 

from Ft. S i l l  a r r ived  to enforce mart ia l  law over the 

c i t y .  The Adjutant General in charge o f  the Guardsmen 

in Tulsa described a w ild  scene o f  25,000 whites ranging 

the streets  in automobiles shooting w i ld ly .^

The presence of  the Guardsmen and the soldiers  

had a calming e f fe c t  upon the c i t i z e n r y  o f  northeastern  

Oklahoma and no more v io le n t  outbursts occurred in the 

years following the Tulsa outrage, but white a t t i tu d e s  

toward blacks remained hardened and Negro resentment con

tinued. Segregation and Jim Crow laws remained in e f 

fect to hamper the freedom of movement o f  m inor it ies  in 

Oklahoma. The t ra d i t io n  of  white supremacy remained 

strong in the s ta te  and lay read i ly  av a i la b le  for any 

organization to exp lo i t  for i ts  own b en e f i t .

Feelings among whites ran high against other mi

n o r i t ie s .  The o ld ,  nat ive  whites who f e l t  under assault  

from many sides in the 1920s pointed to immigrants as one 

o f  the primary causes o f  criminal a c t i v i t y  and vice in 

America's c i t i e s .  Conservatives in Oklahoma attacked  

m inor it ies  they considered in fe r io r  to themselves. During 

the F irs t  World War American miners assaulted f iv e  As

syrian miners near Henryetta for al leged d is lo y a l ty .^^

In 1923 Spavinaw residents forced s ix ty  Mexicans to leave 

that  town because they were considered u n f i t  to be neigh-
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bors.^^

Immigration into the United States s te ad i ly  rose 

at the beginning o f  the 1920s. From 110,000 in 1919, 

the stream of new a r r iv a ls  climbed sharply to 430,000 

in 1920, and soared to 805,000 the following year. Those 

already in the nation foresaw the numbers entering Ameri

ca s tead i ly  r is in g  u n t i l  they would inundate the native  

born. T r a d i t io n a l ly  suspicious of large c i t i e s ,  Americans 

dwelling in small towns blamed a l iens in the c i t y  ghettos 

for bloc voting, machine p o l i t i c s ,  corruption, crime, and 

vice. Unknown languages confused Americans when they met 

immi grants .

The diverse mixture o f  peoples in Oklahoma made 

Protestants sens it ive  to the immigration question. Em

ployment opportunit ies in the e x tra c t iv e  industries a t 

tracted many European m inor it ies  to the s ta te .  Eastern 

and Southern Europeans were found in the mining regions 

of what had been formerly the lands of the Five C iv i l i z e d  

Tribes. Farming areas throughout the s ta te  drew Northern 

and Central Europeans as well  as migrant Mexicans. Prot

estants aware o f  the immigration issue feared that a l iens  

could not be successfully assimilated into "good Ameri

cans," espec ia l ly  i f  th e i r  numbers continued to swell .

Some Oklahomans supported re s tr ic t io n s  upon the 

number o f  immigrants entering the nation. They agitated  

for a country in which the people conserved "America for
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A m e r i c a n s . "27 y/ar veterans spoke to townsmen about the 

need for a h a l t  to the in f lu x  o f  foreigners and th e i r  

harmful e f fe c ts  upon the nation as a whole. E d i to r ia ls  

carr ied  the message to more Oklahomans, while speakers 

informed women's clubs o f  the need for re s t r ic t io n .  The 

American Legion sponsored le t t e r - w r i t in g  campaigns to 

congressmen for that purpose.

Immigrants took the blame of Protestant conserva

t ives for the Old World importations o f  anarchism, Soc ia l 

ism, and war-bred Bolshevism. The wartime vote in Okla

homa for the S o c ia l is t  Party was one of  the highest in 

the nation. I t  grew out of discontent of  farmers angered

over prices and e x p lo i ta t io n .  Immigrants entered the state

in the in f lu x  of  population a f t e r  the turn of the century

to f i l l  the new jobs opened in o i l  f ie ld s  and the mines.

The S o c ia l is t  Party and In ternat ional  Workers o f  the World 

organizers followed the miners and workers, and sp i l le d  

into the a g r ic u l tu ra l  sector to explain that the drop in 

commodity prices was the d ire c t  result  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  ex

p lo i ta t io n  centered in the c i t i e s  and in banks.

S o c ia l is ts  had opposed the war e f fo r t  in Oklahoma 

and were the special targets o f  v ig i lance committees o f  

the local councils of  defense. Radicals a c t iv e ly  opposed 

the entrance of  the United States into the war and coun

seled soldiers to desert and leave the f igh t ing  to the 

f inanc ia l  exp lo i te rs .  Some of the radicals to ld  th e i r
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followers that the time to rebel was in August, 1917. 

Several hundred Oklahomans took up arms to res is t  the 

d r a f t .  They were concentrated along the Canadian River 

in south central  Oklahoma. Three died in the so-called  

Green Corn Rebell ion, which collapsed a f te r  the rebels 

real ized  they were surrounded; the expected uprising of  

the f i f t h  column o f  German-Amerleans never m ater ia l ized .  

Rumors c ircu la ted  that the revolt  was the local manifesta

tion o f  a national rebel l ion  that would " lay  waste, i f  

necessary, to every c i t y  and town of  importance west of  

the Mississippi River" at a predetermined time.^B

Oklahomans used the ta r  bucket, whip, club, p is to l ,  

and ax to enforce local standards during the war, often  

with a placard l e f t  behind that said, "There is no room 

In town for a Hun l ik e  you. The head o f  the "strong-  

arm" committee of the Oklahoma City  Council o f  Defense,

John R. Boardman, noted that his group used many methods 

to ensure the outward loya l ty  among residents of the 

s ta te 's  cap ita l  c i t y .  The methods closely  p ara l le led  

those employed across the sta te .  Boardman's methods 

ranged from the pressure of  public opinion and personal 

chats to yellow paint on the doors of the d is lo y a l .  Cham

ber o f  Commerce hearings, and force in quieting the d is 

loyal and the slacker.  Boardman admitted that his group 

touched those elements o f  society that the law could not 

le g a l ly  reach. Troublesome residents generally became
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bond-buying c i t izen s  a f te r  the Council o f  Defense members 

v is i te d  them.^®

Oklahomans turned to force when persuasion fa i le d  

to turn the d is loyal into devoted bond-buyers. Following 

a Council o f  Defense investigation into the loya lty  of  

Tulsan Harry Rheimer, f i f t y  members of the Council seized 

him. He had been to ld  to display an American f lag  in his 

home window, but short ly  therea f te r  i t  vanished. The 

councilman took Rheimer to the Home Guard Armory on the 

second f loor of the c i t y  h a l l ,  stood him on a cha ir ,  and 

attached an e le c t r ic a l  cord around his neck, tying the 

other end to a basketball  goal. The crowd spat in his 

face and hurled insults at him. They forced him to kiss 

every star on the f lag  and to pledge his loya lty  to Ameri

ca. Rheimer thought he had done everything required of  

him and that the mob would turn him loose. Then one of  

the v ig i la n te s  yanked the chair  from under him and he hung 

suspended. As he gasped for a i r  the s h e r i f f  forced his 

way through the excited mob, cut Rheimer down, and saved

his l i f e .

Throughout the sta te  violence served the communi

t ie s  as an enforcement method against the suspected d is 

loyal .  E d i to r ia ls  advocated the continuance of  strongarm 

methods in the face o f  open rebell ion against the war e f 

f o r t .  "Along with ta r  and feathers, there are trees and 

poles in th is  state  and rope in plenty and the w i l l  to
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use them" one jo u rn a l is t  announced with a pointed threat  

to c i t izen s  o f  the Sooner State who questioned the involve

ment o f  Americans in the A l l ie d  s tru g g le .^2 Police as

sisted members o f  the Council o f  Defense in meting out 

punishment to suspected anti -war ag ita to rs  in the Tulsa 

area. Detectives reported that over two hundred organizers 

for the International Workers o f  the World and th e i r  a g r i 

cu ltura l  a f f i l i a t e ,  the Working Class Union, migrated from 

Texas into the o i l  f ie ld s  to organize the workers into an 

open rebel l ion  planned for the f i r s t  o f  November, 1917.^^ 

Hooded Tulsans, members of the Knights o f  L iberty ,  struck  

f i r s t .  Police raided the local IWW hal l  and arrested  

several men who were released into the wait ing arms of  

the Knights o f  L iberty who applied the horsewhip, as well  

as tar  and feathers. Vagrants and suspected IWW sympa

th izers  were b e a t e n . N a t i o n a l  a tten t ion  focused on the 

a f f a i r .  Editors in Oklahoma lauded the hooded Knights 

who drove the IWW from Tulsa and called  for s im ilar  actions  

in other communities in the s t a t e . ^5

The s tr ikes  against radicalism in Oklahoma were 

sim ilar  to the postwar Red Scare raids on Bolsheviks in 

New York C ity  under the d irect ion  o f  United States A t to r 

ney General A. M itchel l  Palmer in 1919. The raids spread 

as did the hysteria about Communists in America into 1920. 

Strikes in S eat t le ,  Boston, and other major c i t i e s  pre

c ip i ta te d  th is  phenomenon. Oklahomans in 1919 experienced
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the same sort o f  hyster ia  but on a smaller scale than 

that experienced on the national le v e l .  Coal s t r ik es  

spreading from Okmulgee led the Governor to c a l l  out 

the state  m i l i t i a  to quell  threatened violence and to 

restore service.  Governor James B. A. Robertson wired  

the United States Attorney General tha t  fo r ty  percent o f  

the miners out on s t r ik e  were a l iens and they should be 

deported through the federal government's assistance i f  

they continued to slow work.^^ The Governor's request 

mirrored the s im i la r  demands o f  his constituents who de

nounced the " l i t t l e  bunch of Bolsheviki" who led the 

s tr ik e rs  and warned that the a l ien  miners should find  

other countries in which to foment discontent because 

only One Hundred Percent Americans would be allowed to 

continue th e i r  residence in the United S t a t e s . ^7

Wartime sentiment against the foreigner as a po

te n t ia l  saboteur sh i f ted  to peacetime fears o f  the f o r 

eigner as a - t e r r o r i s t  and bomb-thrower. Immigrants made 

up the largest number o f  the disorganized radicals  and 

anarchists a t  th is  time o f  hys ter ia ,  and a n a t i v i s t  reac

tion against the immigrant arose with an accompanying cry  

for the re s t r ic t io n  o f  immigration that culminated in the 

1921 and 1924 Exclusion Statutes. I t  was charged that  

the Communist threatened the foundation o f  the American 

p r iva te  property system and the basic re l ig ious b e l ie fs  

o f  the pious c i t iz e n s  while  the in f lu x  o f  a l iens  threatened
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to inundate those nat ive  white Protestant Americans a l 

ready here.

Speakers and editors pointed out that the same 

people who were d ra f t  evaders and d is loyal  during the war 

were members o f  postwar S o c ia l is t  groups and that members 

o f  these groups, l ik e  the Farmer-Labor Reconstruction 

League, raised the spectre o f  anarchy and "bloody revolu

tion" in the s t a t e . ^8 Others connected wartime d is lo y a l 

ty  and radicalism with  comments that the t r a i to r s  in 

America in the 1920s should be machine-gunned: " T r a i to r 

ous I .W .W .'s ,  bolsheviks and other swine . . . are worse 

enemies o f  America today than were the Huns o f  Wilhelm."89 

Immigration re s t r ic t io n s  and the a l leged threat o f  f o r 

eigners w ith in  the nation were compelling problems in 

the minds o f  Oklahomans well into the 1920s.

World War I gave renewed emphasis to f ra te rn a l  ism. 

Membership in p a t r io t i c  organizations and f ra terna l  orders 

rose in the postwar period as part  o f  the carry-over from 

the h o s t i l i t i e s  and the surge o f  emotionalism. Across the 

sta te  groups l ik e  the Daughters o f  the American Revolu

t io n ,  Masons, Elks, Rotarians, and Eastern Star grew sub

s t a n t i a l l y .  S t i l l  others f lourished in the 1920s, such 

as the American Independence League, the c i v i l i a n  arm of  

the American Legion, the C iv i l  Legion, the reactionary Na

t ional  Security League, the American Defense Society, and 

the National Civ ic  Federation. Secret organizations grew
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with  such ra p id i ty  in the 1920s that the last  years o f  

the decade saw over 800 separate groups in America with  

over t h i r t y  m i l l io n  members. The Oklahoma humorist W il l  

Rogers joked that two Americans could not meet on the 

stree t  without one banging a gavel and c a l l in g  the other 

to order. Oklahomans were a people who jo ined groups with  

p a t r io t ic  b e l ie fs .^®

Part of the conservatives' alarm over radicals in 

Oklahoma was p o l i t i c a l .  Some leg is la to rs  believed that  

the S o c ia l is ts  o f  th e i r  counties were responsible for d is 

respect for the law, coddling cr im ina ls ,  and hung ju r ie s .  

H o rr i f ie d  at  the large S o c ia l is t  vote in the Sooner State,  

leg is la to rs  attempted to pass le g is la t io n  to r e s t r ic t  the 

selection of ju rors  and board members to q u a l i f ie d  voters 

of a county not a f f i l i a t e d  with radicalism. The p o l i t i 

cal process, the conservatives believed, was undermined 

through the e f fo r ts  o f  radical elements in the counties. 

One member of the s ta te  leg is la tu re  in a debate on such 

a b i l l  announced that  Socia l is ts  on the ju r y  selection  

r o l ls  of his county led to v io la to rs  of the law going 

f ree :  " . . .  every time one of them gets on a ju ry  to

t r y  a murderer or a horseth ief  yo u ' l l  have a hung jury."^^  

I t  was a necessity for loyal ,  conservative Oklahomans to 

band together in the face o f  the threat  posed from the 

p o l i t i c a l  l e f t .

With the end o f  World War I and the return to
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peacetime pursuits ,  Oklahomans believed prosperity  and 

t r a n q u i l i t y  would dominate the new decade that began one 

and one-half  years a f te r  the Armistice. The p o s s ib i l i 

t ies  for growth seemed l im it le ss  with the s ta te 's  abun

dance of mineral wealth and physical resources. Oklahoma 

as one of  the youngest states held great promise, but 

many o f  i ts  c i t ize n s  believed that certa in  problems 

threatened th is  prospect. Protestants saw around them a 

moral decline and a corresponding r ise  in c r im in a l i ty .

The demand for local reform found a w i l l in g  partner in 

the men who came to the state  in 1920 from Texas pro

moting a p a t r io t ic  and fra te rna l  organization based in 

A tlan ta ,  Georgia, ca l led  the Knights of  the Ku Klux Klan.
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CHAPTER I I 

KLEAGLES IN OKLAHOMA

The Kleagles, organizers for the Knights o f  the 

Ku Klux Klan, who reached the sta te  in 1920 found Okla

homans receptive to th e i r  message. Many Oklahoma men, 

l ik e  prominent Tulsa attorney Wash Hudson, admitted that  

th e i r  fathers had been members of the o r ig in a l  organiza

tion during Reconstruction in the Deep South following  

the C iv i l  War. They wanted to be a part o f  the revival  

o f the organization.  Like many whites, they believed  

that the o r ig in a l  Knights had saved white womanhood from 

fa te  worse than death at the hands of  carpetbaggers and 

blacks under Reconstruction governments in the states o f  

the former Confederacy. Former members o f  the p o s t -C iv i l  

War Knights resided in the state as part o f  the t e r r i t o r i 

al in f lu x  of s e t t le rs  and they brought with them a deep 

pride in the order and in i ts  accomplishments.

The motion p ic ture  The Birth of  a Nation did much 

to rekindle the romantic image of  the mission o f  hooded 

men in the n ight.  Oklahomans went e n th u s ia s t ic a l ly  to 

view the movie when i t  showed i n i t i a l l y  in 1915 through

36
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1916, and they attended i ts  reshowings in 1924. Kleagles 

a d r o i t ly  used the movie and the novel from which the movie 

was made as a kind o f  recruitment device. The impact of  

the new cinematic techniques o f  d irec tor  D, W, G r i f f i t h  

highlighted the e le c t r i f y in g  novel o f  Thomas Dixon, The 

Clansman. I t  l e f t  the viewing audience with a sensit ive  

impression of  the alleged depravit ies of  newly emancipated 

blacks and carpetbag governments y ie ld ing  to no power ex

cept the force o f  the begowned Knights. The e f fo r ts  of  

the Radical Republican Austin Stoneman (Thaddeus Stevens) 

to A fr ic an ize  the South a l l  but succeeded on the screen 

before the Klan stepped in to save white c i v i l i z a t i o n  from 

bestia l  b a rb a r i ty  to the strains of  The Ride o f  the Va l

kyr i es from the orchestra p i t .  Actress L i l ia n  Gish at 

the last minute was rescued from the e v i l  clutches of  

Stoneman and of  Reconstruction and returned to the t ra n 

q u i l i t y  o f  brocade and verandas under the watchful eye of  

the ghostly legions of the Klan.^ .

The novel and the movie borrowed from h is to r ic a l  

fact  in th e i r  portrayal o f  the emergence o f  the order in 

the Deep South. They then mixed much f ic t io n  with the 

facts and came up with the sensational product that sold 

so well  to the American people. Confederate General Nathan 

Bedford Forrest and six to ten fellow o f f ic e rs  formed the 

f i r s t  group in 1866 in Pulaski,  a town ju s t  south of  Nash

v i l l e ,  Tennessee. At the beginning the group was a social
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club that delighted In dressing up in sheets with  odd 

names and r id ing through the countryside at n ight .  One 

of th e i r  number suggested the Greek kuklos. meaning 

c i r c le ,  for  th e i r  organizational name, drawing upon th e i r  

classical  educations. Someone else suggested some Scot

t ish  words and ceremonies to add e f fe c t  and the word clan 

became a part o f  the organizat ion 's  name and the flaming 

torch served both as a ra l ly in g  symbol and a ghostly ad

d i t io n .  The Ku Klux Klan spread rapid ly  u n t i l  i t  had a 

membership o f  some 550,000, largely  centered in the Pied

mont and rural areas o f  nine states o f  the Deep South. 

They sought to s t r ik e  at the Negro as a c i t i z e n  in the 

years 1867-1868 and not as a lawbreaker as the revived 

group did in the 1920s. In 1869 Forrest disbanded the 

Knights saying undesirables had joined the f r a t e r n i t y ,  

perverted i ts  ideals ,  and were driv ing out the better  

members. Congress passed leg is la t ion  banning the group 

and the use o f  the secret disguise for in t im idat ion .  But 

the memory o f  the romantic ideal o f  the Klan lived on in 

the minds o f  Southern whites who believed the order was 

perfection frozen in time. To them the membership had 

preserved the best o f  the South and had restored satin
O

and settee to th e i r  proper places.^

Ten days before The Birth  o f  a Nation opened i ts  

run in A t la n ta ,  Georgia, theaters in 1915, t h i r t y - fo u r  

men gathered in an a ttorney 's  o f f i c e  in the business d is -
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t r i c t  to discuss the idea of  a reorganized Knights o f  the 

Ku Klux Klan. Three o f  those present had been members o f  

the Reconstruction organization. On Thanksgiving night  

1915 they inducted f i f te e n  men into the new order atop 

Stone Mountain, a Confederate shrine, with a burning 

cross providing the l ig h t .  The founder o f  the revived 

Knights of 1915 was Wil l iam Joseph Simmons. He was a 

red-haired, clean-shaven, plump man who was a professional  

jo in e r  o f  f ra terna l  orders in Georgia and an id e a l is t  and 

romanticist about the order 's  mission. In the f i r s t  World 

War, Simmons joined the Cit izens Bureau of  Investigation  

and formed his own secret police with an ex-detective  

named Fred Savage. A f te r  the war Simmons t r ie d  to se l l  

his idea to others about a new Klan and to increase the 

membership. He was an impressive orator on p a t r io t ic  

topics and possessed a powerful voice, but he could make 

l i t t l e  headway in s e l l in g  admissions to his order. He 

confined his promotional a c t i v i t i e s  to the Atlanta area 

and an occasional Confederate Veterans conference.

In 1920 Simmons entered into a partnership with  

the Southern P u b l ic i ty  Association of A tlanta to propa

gandize his group throughout the South Mrs. Bessie Ty ler ,  

a plump blonde, and Edward Young Clarke, a slender bache

lor ,  ran the Association which put on the Harvest Home 

Festival and the Better Babies Parade for Atlantans and 

managed p u b l ic i ty  for the local Young Men's Christian As
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sociation. Clarke joined the Klan in June, 1920, or be

fore,  and found that there were only ten to f i f te e n  Klan 

organizations and only about 3,000 members. They were 

confined to the Deep South and largely  to Georgia. For 

a sizeable share o f  the membership dues, Tyler and Clarke 

devised a scheme of  organizational a c t i v i t y  throughout 

the nation that led to a soaring membership. In the sum

mer o f  1921 they placed over two hundred recru iters  in 

the f i e l d ,  c a l l in g  them Kleagles, and with in  eighteen 

months they had added over 100,000 members to the Klan.

The fee to jo in  the order, ca l led  the klectokon,  

was ten d o l la rs ,  part of which went to the Kleagle in the 

f i e l d  and part to Simmons and to the Southern Pu b l ic i ty  

Association. The exposé carr ied in the New York World 

in la te  1921, followed s t i l l  la te r  in the year with a 

congressional investigation into the robed f r a t e r n i t y ,  ad

ded enormously to the p u b l ic i ty  of  the order. Four months 

of free p u b l ic i ty  enabled the Knights to charter over two 

hundred new local chapters, and with in  one year membership 

rose from 100,000 to over 1,000,000 n a t ion a l ly .  In 1922 

Imperial Headquarters in A tlanta accepted 3,500 member

ships into the domain every working day--some $35,000 

flowing into the Imperial treasury d a i ly - -w i th  Tyler and 

Clarke sharing eighty percent of the p ro f i ts  in the ear ly  

period.^

The Klan had caught the imagination of over a
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m i l l io n  Americans who joined i t .  Many more wished to do 

so. The number o f  membership applicat ions flowing into  

Atlanta a f te r  the free congressional p u b l ic i ty  along with  

that o f  the jo u r n a l i s t i c  expose swamped the Imperial Head

q uarter 's  s t a f f .  The Kleagles discovered that they could 

not obtain o f f i c i a l  entry  forms fast enough to meet the 

demand for them in the towns across the Southern h a l f  of  

the nation. "The Klan is as absolute ly  American as chew

ing-gum, crooked d i s t r i c t  attorneys, or chautauquas,

H. L. Mencken, the ac id ic  c r i t i c ,  summed up the order 's  

appeal.

Original Klansmen had l ived in Oklahoma since the 

1870s. The organization was not unknown. In fa c t ,  i ts  

reputation preceded i ts  mass appeal in the area. Some 

of the old Klansmen from the Reconstruction era retained  

or passed on th e i r  rega l ia  for use on very special occa

sions or among friends for the purpose of  reminiscence.

A few Oklahoma Kluxers made the f i r s t  public appearance 

in the nation a f te r  the F irs t  World War, aside from the 

i n i t i a l  appearances in A t lan ta .  The f i r s t  public ap

pearance following the order 's  beginning on Stone Mountain 

was on October 10, 1919, in a parade.^ Seven months be

fore th e i r  appearance in the founding c i t y ,  Oklahoma Klans

men pub lic ly  paraded. While a L iberty  Loan dr ive  was on 

for the war e f f o r t  in the town o f  Skiatook, sixteen Kluxers 

on horseback rode over the h i l l  at the edge of town and
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s i l e n t l y  joined the procession. Banners carr ied  by them 

warned three men that ropes were wait ing for them i f  they 

continued to refuse to buy bonds.^

The men in th e i r  hoods and gowns made th e i r  point  

about bond-buying and disappeared over the same h i l l  at  

the end o f  the procession. Oklahomans continued th e i r  

d a i ly  tasks without the presence of  Kleagles in the state  

u n t i l  1920. Some Oklahomans might have attended the Con

federate Veterans conferences or v is i te d  At lan ta  for busi

ness reasons and chanced upon the Knights and jo ined ,  but 

there was no concerted national Klan e f f o r t  to recru i t  

Oklahomans u n t i l  1920. A f te r  the promotional drive of  

the Southern P u b l ic i ty  Association, the hooded order spread 

from the Deep South into the lower Mississippi Valley on 

the heels o f  the Red Scare and postwar tensions. Klan re

c ru i te rs  entered Texas, organized there and established  

a f irm f inanc ia l  base for propagating the Southwest, then 

entered Oklahoma.

During the summer o f  1920, George Kimbro, J r . ,  and 

George C. McCarron stepped from th e i r  Ford coupe in Okla

homa C ity  and met with  several members of local fra terna l  

orders. They carr ied  with them le t te rs  o f  introduction  

from f ra te rna l  o f f i c i a l s  in Texas. Kimbro introduced him

s e l f  as the Klan's Grand Goblin, the overseer o f  a vast 

Imperial realm o f  the order that encompassed sixteen 

sta tes ,  including Oklahoma. He made his headquarters in
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Houston, Texas, where he had been in the ice cream busi

ness before accepting the Klan's mission into the a l ien  

world for more members. Accompanying him was George Mc

Carron from Houston, the King Kleagle for Oklahoma, who 

set up his headquarters in room 503 o f  the Baltimore 

Building in downtown Oklahoma C ity .  He short ly  had twelve 

Kleagles working out o f  his o f f i c e  s e l l in g  memberships 

throughout the c i t y ,  and very soon throughout the s t a t e . 7 

The price  for admission into the f r a te r n i ty  of  

hoods was a ten d o l la r  klectokon. Under the Tyler-Clarke  

promotional agreement with W il l iam  Simmons, the Kleagle  

at f i r s t  kept $4.00 as his commission. One do l la r  went 

to the sta te  organizers to boost th e i r  ea r ly  e f fo r ts .

F i f t y  cents went to the Grand Goblin, George Kimbro. Of 

the i n i t i a l  ten d o l la r  fee, Clarke and Tyler accepted 

$2.50, while  the remainder ($2 .50)  went to the national  

headquarters in Atlanta and to Simmons. Amounts varied  

over time depending upon the status of a local organized 

u n i t .  I f  the sta te  organization was in i ts  infancy, then 

more money flowed into the national headquarters because 

there were fewer sta te  o f f ic e rs  to demand th e i r  share of  

the proceeds. A f te r  the s ta te  organizations were f i rm ly  

established, the Grand Goblin stepped out of the p ic ture  

except for ceremonies and l e f t  more o f  the funding to the 

local o f f i c ia ls . ®

Kleagles in Oklahoma C ity  sought members o f  p a t r i 
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o t ic  and f ra te rna l  orders such as the Masons from which 

the Kleagles carr ied  e i ther  personal or o f f i c i a l  le t te rs  

of introduction. Masons in many communities were the 

primary focus o f  the Knight's recruitment. In many small 

towns the masonic hal l  was the largest structure for lo 

cal gatherings. The Masonic Temple in Oklahoma City  at  

the time was the largest building for f ra te rn a l  meetings 

in the s ta te .  Often in smaller towns the Masons and the 

Knights were interchangeable organizations. Although 

th e i r  o f f i c i a l ,  national governing body opposed the Klan, 

many Masons joined anyway, fee l ing they knew better  what 

they wanted than th e i r  leadership on the East Coast.

Another ear ly  target of the promoters for the 

Klan were the prominent members of the wartime councils 

of defense in Oklahoma County. The strongarm committee 

o f  the Oklahoma C ity  Council of Defense, under the d ire c 

tion of John Boardman, repeatedly proved i ts  loya lty  by 

pressuring re ca lc i t ran ts  and slackers to change into bond- 

buying supporters o f  the war e f f o r t .  Some o f  the members 

of the Council 's strongarm committee met in S i fe r 's  Candy 

factory one night in 1920. They included former members 

l ik e  John Boardman, as well as others l ik e  S h e r i f f  Tom 

Cavnar, School Board President Grant Gordon, George Mc

Carron, and one of the Kleagles from Texas. These Okla

homans had held power during the war and wanted to control  

local events and share in establishing the postwar order.
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They were anxious to jo in  a body that continued th e i r  war

time e f fo r ts  to cleanse th e i r  community of e v i l  elements
Q

and troublemakers.

Early meetings in Oklahoma C ity  were held in the 

Congregational Church, in the old Epworth University  

build ing ,  in the Huckins Hotel,  and in the chambers o f  

Judge George W. Clark, an ear ly  i n i t i a t e  into the Okla

homa C ity  Klavern. Through mutual fr iends and acquain

tances the word about the new organization in the c i t y  

spread. Membership did not r ise  rapid ly at f i r s t  because 

the t ig h t ly  knit  group investigated new prospects care

f u l l y  before admitting them to ensure they allowed only 

the "best" elements o f  th e i r  community into the Knights. 

A fte r  a few months of kluxing loc a l ly  in the cap ita l  c i t y ,  

the Klan had a membership of s l ig h t ly  over 1 , 0 0 0 . The 

order 's  leadership claimed a numerical strength in Okla

homa C ity  in September, 1921, o f  over 2,500.

In the Tulsa region, Kleagles were ac t ive  before 

the June, 1921, race r i o t ,  but that catastrophe great ly  

assisted th e i r  organizational e f fo r ts  among fear fu l  and 

angry whites. The Klan could not be credited with pre

c ip i ta t in g  the r i o t ,  but some of i ts  members had an i n t i 

mate re lat ionship  with the events. Some policemen were 

Klansmen while  other o f f ic e rs  were sympathetic. The Tulsa 

police encouraged the white r io te rs  and even assisted them 

in assaulting the blacks in L i t t l e  A fr ic a .  The savagery
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unleashed in white rage led to the reenactment of  the

F irs t  World War w ith  ex-servicemen in the front  ranks

f igh t ing  through the avenues o f  Tulsa which l e f t  a charred 
1 ?black ghetto.

The Klan's philosophy on race and violence perme

ated the postwar a t t i tu d e  which fed the crazed outburst  

among the whites. Klansmen and sympathizers formed a 

self-appointed posse to provide secure segregation in 

1921 in Tulsa. Letters and notices appeared in that year 

in the c i t y  warning lawbreakers and blacks that d ire  con

sequences would b e fa l l  those who did not conform to ap

proved conduct. The law and order campaign focused d i 

re c t ly  upon the vice which was concentrated in the black 

ghetto of the o i l  c a p i ta l .  Klansmen greeted the a f t e r -  

math of  the h o s t i l i t i e s  with no regrets .  They were pleased 

with the outcome. One month a f t e r  the clash a prominent 

Tulsa lawyer sat on the platform in Tulsa's Convention 

H a l l - - t h e  detention center for Negro refugees in the r i o t - -  

to hear an Atlan ta  Klansm.an who was a Baptist minister  

laud his hooded f r a t e r n i t y  and i ts  service to the communi

ty .  The man said the race r io t  "was the best thing ever 

happened to Tulsa and that judging from the way strange 

Negroes were coming to Tulsa we might have to do i t  a l l  

over a g a i n . " T h e  prominent attorney then spoke on the 

Reconstruction Ku Klux Klan and i ts  a c t i v i t i e s  in the 

1860s with an undertone of  potent ia l  violence and n ight-
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rid ing throughout his remarks.

Kleagles c a p i ta l iz e d  upon the emotions in the wake 

of the race r io t  to propagandize the white community of  

Tulsa. The result  was astounding. Soon the Tulsa Klan 

Number Two boasted of  2,000 members. The Klavern, the 

smallest local unit  o f  the organizational structure where

in the r i tu a l  ceremonies were held, grew so rapid ly  that  

in six months the Klan paid an estimated $60,000 for the 

Centenary Methodist Church building in Tulsa and b u i l t  

one of  the largest meeting h a l ls  in the Southwest on the 

spot. C iv ic  leaders formed the Tulsa Benevolent Associa

tion in January, 1922. I t  served as the holding company 

for the Tulsa Klan under the leadership o f  the Exalted 

Cyclops, who was W il l iam  Shelley Rogers, and included 

many of  the prominent business, professional,  and local 

government leaders o f  the region. Tulsa gossips passed 

along the common rumor that a l l  d i s t r i c t  judges, the court  

c le rk ,  the county s h e r i f f ,  and a l l  ju ry  commissioners were 

members of  the Klan.^^

From Oklahoma C ity  and Tulsa the Kleagles branched 

out into the small communities in the s ta te .  The Kleagle  

came into a community equipped with a l e t t e r  or note from 

a banker or c iv ic  leader in the previous town he had organ

ized as a way o f  introducing himself.  The undertaker, the 

banker, the prominent business and c iv ic  leadership, the 

auto dealer,  and law enforcement personnel were the ear ly
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targets o f  the Klan. Sometimes as a recru it ing  device 

the Kleagle conferred a membership upon a leading towns

man because his opinion carr ied  added weight with new 

applicants or nonmembers. The introduction got the organ

izer  a hearing, over lunch or in the pr iva te  o f f i c e ,  and 

sometimes over dinner a f t e r  the locai lodge meeting. 

Whatever was the l is te n e r 's  p r iva te  grievance concerning 

his local s i tu a t io n ,  the Kleagle assured him that the 

Klan's program had ju s t  the solution he sought. Whether 

i t  was the problem of m in o r i t ie s ,  white supremacy, vice  

and crime, the l iquor problem, or a general demand for 

local reform, the Klan offered  salvation and hope. In 

El Reno, the Klan Cyclops was the head of Thompkins Motor 

Company, while the secretary was the local reporter for  

the Daily  Oklahoman newspaper. The mayor was a member 

as w el l .^^

The pol ice and s h e r i f fs '  departments o f  the s t a t e ’ s 

towns also received a v i s i t  from the representative o f  the 

sheeted order.  In areas of criminal a c t i v i t y  or v ice ,  and 

those areas were many in the o i l  boom atmosphere o f  the 

postwar era in Oklahoma, the appeal o f  the Klan as a law 

and order group which upheld the constituted au thor ity  of  

the community had t e l l i n g  e f fe c t  upon prospects. Entire  

pol ice  and s h e r i f fs '  o f f ic e s  joined the Knights, as In El 

R e n o , and often under the coercion of  th e i r  superiors 

who were Klansmen from the very f i r s t  of the promotional
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campaign in the community.

One of the most important persons in a community 

for the Kleagle to attempt to e n l is t  was the leading Prot

estant min ister .  Fundamentalism played a strong part in 

the expansion of the Knights across the s ta te .  Early  

Kleagles, l ike  Caleb Ridley in Tulsa, were m in isters,  and 

a l l  were closely connected with a church. One of the 

ear ly  requirements for membership was regular attendance 

with a Protestant congregation.

The re l ig ious imagery of the Klan r i tu a l  and phra

seology appealed to the Puritan ethic in a f ro n t ie r  sta te .  

The words in the Kleagle 's approach, the pamphlets that  

the preacher received anonymously in the mail before the 

r e c ru i te r 's  a r r iv a l  in the town, and the romantic image 

o f  the Reconstruction era Klan proved a great a l lu r e .

The phraseology of the s o l ic i ta t io n  and the ensuing r i tu a l  

lent i t s e l f  to a re l ig ious audience. There was constant 

t a lk  o f  "sa lvat ion ,"  o f  "crusades," of "mission," of  "sac

r i f i c e "  in the face o f  in iq u i ty ,  of "heavenly duty," and 

of s im ilar  word-images. The appeal entoned re l ig ious re-  

sponsibi1i t ie s .

The preacher had only to look about him in the 

mining or o i l - r i c h  bonanza areas to perceive the t ru th  

of the Kleagle's appeal that the Klan's work and God's 

work were undone. The Imperial Wizard addressed recruits  

with the powerful reverentia l  tones of utmost s a c r i f ic e :
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"Keeping step with the Master and d a i ly  s t r iv in g  to emu

la te  His example--this is the s a c r i f ic e ,  i f  s a c r i f ic e  i t

may be ca l led ,  which Klansmen o f fe r  that America and the
18world may be saved." Yes, the minister would answer 

to the inquiry of  the representative,  i t  was time for  

Oklahomans to take a stand in the face of  danger because 

".  . . the a n t i -C h r is t  are at  work in th is  country en

deavoring to destroy the p i l l a r s  of  our c iv i l i z a t io n . " ^ ^

Klan members timed th e i r  church appearances to 

coincide with the local service for maximum e f fe c t .  While 

the Reverend Harney McGeree sermonized on the imminence 

of the Second Coming o f  Christ to the congregation of the 

Woodward Christian Church, and emphasized how suddenly 

Christ would appear, one hundred and f i f t y  kluxers in fu l l  

regal ia  q u ie t ly  entered the church building. The leader 

said the Knights were 1,500 strong in the county and an

nounced they backed the minister and those present in the 

building for th e i r  devotion to the B i b l e . ^ O  In Eufaula 

the pastor of the Baptist Church accepted a donation of  

$25 one Sunday from six Klansmen with an accompanying l e t 

te r  on the ideals o f  the o r d e r .

The group gave compelling reasons for Protestant  

ministers to support the e f fo r ts  of the brotherhood in 

t h e i r  communities. W il l iam Simmons, the founder of  the 

new association, was a Methodist minister and much of the 

terminology and r i tu a l  centered around re l ig io n .  I t  was
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only natural for the preachers o f  Oklahoma to bend a w i l l 

ing ear to the lecture o f  the Klan representative in the 

town or in the church. The results g r a t i f i e d  the leader

ship o f  the Klan, who claimed that n inety to n in e ty - f iv e  

percent o f  the Protestant ministers in the s ta te  were 

e i th e r  members or strong sympathizers o f  the o rd e r .^2 One 

prominent Klansman of the sta te  boasted th a t ;  "Were a l l  

the Klan ministers assembled, i t  would make the greatest  

m in is te r ia l  a l l ia n c e  ever assembled in Oklahoma. I f  with  

these were gathered the elders and deacons, there is no 

building in Oklahoma that would contain them."^^

Public appearances other than church v is i ta t io n s  

advertised the presence of  the spectral legions and spread 

th e i r  influence. Parades afforded the order an opportuni

ty  to p ub l ic ly  proclaim i ts  adherence to p a t r io t ic  and 

re l ig ious p r inc ip les .  The mystery and darkness surround

ing the procession of  Klansmen added to the appeal and the 

awe o f  the onlookers. Despite the comments of  several 

residents of  Woodward that  the Klan would not appear, a 

white-draped car came into sight s l ig h t l y  before eleven 

at night on July 4, 1922. A man sat in the auto holding 

a f i e r y  cross which helped l ig h t  the path for the proces

sion. Behind the lead automobile walked white-robed f i g 

ures bearing signs saying, "One Hundred Percent American

ism," "Lawbreakers, We Know Who You Are," and "America 

for Americans." The s ize o f  the crowd witnessing the
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parade numbered between 20,000 and 4 0 ,00 0 - - th e  largest  

assemblage ever seen in Woodward. ^

In i t i a t io n s  were even more moving experiences 

that  advertised the Klan in the s ta te .  A B ib le ,  a f ie r y  

cross on a h i l l t o p ,  and the emotion of a spectral order 

on a holy mission a l l  combined to give the i n i t i a t e  a 

memorable experience. Onlookers, too, were awed by the 

ceremony. Sometimes the public inductions drew large 

crowds. One of these was in June, 1922, south o f  Tulsa.

An estimated 10,000 automobiles led to a massive t r a f f i c  

jam nine miles south of  that c i t y  on the road to Broken 

Arrow. Klan estimates placed the size o f  the throng at  

60,000. Police o f f ic e rs  directed t r a f f i c  so the 1,020 

novices could be in i t i a t e d .  The t r a f f i c  jam was so ex

tensive that f iv e  hundred and eighty prospective members 

who were candidates for i n i t i a t i o n  fa i le d  to reach the 

spot and th e i r  induction was p o s t p o n e d . F o u r  months 

la te r  some o f  these same Tulsa Klansmen traveled to Okla

homa C ity  for a mass i n i t i a t i o n  in that c i t y .  Over 20,000 

Oklahomans watched the "na tura l iza t ion "  of  four hundred 

candidates at the Fairgrounds w hile  airplanes flew over

head in and out of  the searchlights l igh t in g  the night 

sky with banners boosting the Klan.

The Klan employed other forms o f  public appearances 

to spread i ts  message. Q uiet ly  and without warning, the 

Klan would appear at  the funeral o f  a local man and lay



53

a wreath of  flowers on the c o f f in  during the service and 

ju s t  as s i l e n t l y  depart without a word spoken.^7 Fre

quently the order 's  membership would make a small proces

sion through a community to dispense small amounts of  

cash to the needy or to v i s i t  people w ith  messages, usual

ly In the company of  a local reporter who was picked up 

along the route to Inform the readers o f  the newspaper the 

next morning that the Klan did Indeed ex is t  lo c a l ly .  Ok

mulgee Kluxers toured th e i r  community one night In January, 

1923. They gave a $15 grocery order to one d es t i tu te  

white family ,  $25 to a white woman In a neighboring town, 

and returned to Okmulgee by way of  a black's residence 

outside o f  town where they assured him the le t te rs  he had

received were not from the o f f i c i a l  Klan organization o f  
28the region.

Public speakers advertised the Ideals and presence 

of the Klan to Oklahomans. An imperial Headquarter's 

speaker with advance advert is ing  In the local newspapers, 

through handbills and word of  mouth, and through the lo 

cal lodges created c u r io s i ty  and enthusiasm that led to 

large audiences. A national Klansman and m in is ter  stood 

before a f i e r y  cross on the courthouse lawn In Okmulgee 

In Ju ly ,  1923, and addressed 3,000 to 6,000 people eager 

to hear his message. He assailed blacks and Japanese for  

th e i r  alleged racia l  I n f e r i o r i t y ,  the Roman Catholics for  

p er f id y ,  and Jews for despoil ing movies and sports In par
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t i c u la r  and business in general. The lecturer supported 

Japanese exclusion leg is la t ion  and Henry Ford for the 

P r e s i d e n c y . I n  Muskogee a Klan speaker to ld 2,500 

l is teners  in the Orpheum Theater that "the salvation of  

the country today re l ie s  on the native born, white Prot

estant Americans . . .  we shall not succumb to the throes 

of the Red and the rad ica l ,"  he announced to his audi-  

ence.^^

Public appearances and speech-making to audiences 

were no substi tute  for the personal contact of the Kleagle 

with the prospective member. The re c ru i te r  could quickly  

learn what the prospect's major grievances were and play 

upon those fears and desires. I f  re l ig ious decline was 

the favored topic ,  the Kleagle passed out a card with the 

admonition that the Roman Catholics in the nation were a 

d irec t  threat .  The Klansman charged that the Pope also 

started the war, controlled the national press and big 

c i t y  g ra f t ,  Roman Catholics made up the largest number of  

inmates in the nat ion 's  prisons, and the presidents who 

had been victims of assassination or death had in a c t u a l i 

ty  been the hapless victims of  Jesuit conspiracies. The 

spurious Knights of  Columbus oath then came from the 

Kleagle 's pocket to show that the Roman Catholic pledged 

his f i r s t  a l leg iance to the Pope and not to any secular 

government. Sometimes an escaped nun was ava i lab le  for  

a local meeting with interested Oklahomans to t e l l  them
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o f  the debaucheries that a l leg ed ly  occurred w ith in  the 

walls o f  nunneries and testimonials o f  Jesuit h y p n o t i s m . ^ ]  

Jews were also targets o f  the Klansman who lectured  

against Americans who did not worship in Protestant  

chu rches.

The Klan representative played on suspicions con

cerning immigrants and a l ien s .  A wartime legacy was the 

antagonism toward foreigners who spoke d i f fe r e n t  languages 

and had d i f fe re n t  customs. Oklahomans often id e n t i f ie d  

al iens with slackers, S o c ia l is ts ,  and deserters o f  the 

war period, and with the S o c ia l is t ,  Red, and s t r ik e r  o f  

the period of peace that followed. Oklahomans asked for  

re s tr ic t io n s  on immigration, for laws that would assure 

assimilat ion o f  immigrants, and for controls on the r ights  

o f  foreigners. The Kleagle claimed that the Klan stood 

in the forefront of the r e s t r ic t io n is t  m o v e m e n t . ^3

S t i l l  another appeal of the Klan to Sooners was 

the ca l l  for a l l  o f  those men at a r a l ly  who favored Ameri

canism to stand. Once standing the men heard a descrip

tion o f  the Knights as the one true defender o f  the p ur i ty  

o f  Americanism in the face o f  a l ien  assaults. Americanism 

to the Klansman meant Protestantism, Puritanism, C a p i ta l 

ism, and Nationalism. I t  was crucia l  for Oklahomans to 

"stand shoulder to shoulder and combat the movement to 

t r a i l  the American f lag  in the dust."^^

Fundamental to the reason for the popular i ty  o f
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the K le a g le 's message was the patr io t ism  the order em- 

bodied in i ts  r i tu a l  and i ts  message. Constant r e f e r 

ences to "One Hundred Percent Americanism," "America for  

Americans," and other p a t r i o t ic  slogans aroused the sup

port o f  former servicemen and members o f  other p a t r io t ic  

organizations in each community o f  the s ta te .

Promotional e f fo r ts  also appealed to men's desire  

for excitement and a higher c a l l in g .  Old-timers often  

remarked to la te r  interviewers the thing they recalled  

the most about th e i r  ea r ly  l i f e  in the t e r r i t o r y  and state  

was the awful boredom that was th e i r  constant companion 

before towns grew up on the p r a i r i e .  Even with the coming 

o f  c i t i e s  the evenings were never f i l l e d  with a c t i v i t i e s  

that could s a t is fy  the soul or the craving for e x c i te 

m e n t . ^5 The ennui o f  rural and small town l i f e  found out

le t  in the Knights. Nowhere else could a man get the 

same amount of  escapism that he could achieve in the mys

terious f in e ry  o f  the Klan. Man's craving for the dramatic 

and the e x h i la ra t in g  was s a t is f ie d .

In an era when revivals  were popular, the Klan was 

a continuing revival  o f  p a t r i o t i c  and re l ig ious sentiment 

with i ts  r i tu a l  and intonations for s a c r i f ic e  in the face 

o f eternal e v i ls .  The Knights provided a cause, a pur

pose, a higher c a l l in g ,  mysticism, r i t u a l ,  and a symbolism 

that ca l led  from man his highest emotions and v i r tu e s .

Membership in the In v is ib le  Empire also answered
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other demands for Oklahomans. One of  the most important 

was the demand for an end to the intoxicant t r a f f i c  in 

and around the o i l  camps and c i t i e s .  Nearly every home 

in the sta te  had some form o f  l iquor on the premises i f  

only for medicinal purposes. The Volstead Act established  

the enforcement o f  the Prohibit ion Amendment which banned 

the sale and purchase o f  l iquor .  State enforcement rather  

than federal action was to dominate the ban, leaving loop

holes for the bootleg industry to c a p i ta l i z e  upon and make 

huge profi  t s .

Prohibit ion dominated many s ta te  communities be

cause people opposed to the consumption of  alcohol blamed 

that substance for local criminal a c t i v i t y  and moral cor

ruption. In Okmulgee the Baptist congregation responded 

e n th u s ia s t ic a l ly  to the m in is te r 's  c a l l  for a social and 

business boycott against "wets" in the town.^^ Other r e s i 

dents voiced t h e i r  concern over other stimulants w ith in  

Oklahoma. The Superintendent o f  the Darl ington State Home 

for drug addicts said that one out o f  every one hundred 

Oklahomans was an addict and that they contributed g rea t ly  

to the level o f  crime in the Sooner S ta te .^7 Okmulgee 

Elks joined the national Elks in the f igh t  on the national

narcotics t r a f f i c  when a state  campaign formed on dope
20

peddlers and users.^

The presence of  the Knights in Oklahoma had a 

c h i l l i n g  e f fe c t  upon crime and liquor t r a f f i c  in many com-
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muni t i e s .  Before the In v is ib le  Empire a r r iv e d ,  leaders 

of the order proclaimed, criminal a c t i v i t y  was r i f e .  In 

1920, Grand Dragon Jewett said, "a person could not drive  

on the roads outside o f  Tulsa without being h i j a c k e d . "39 

Basic in s t i tu t io n s  l ik e  the pol ice fa i le d  to provide c i t i 

zens with needed protect ion.  Ministers flayed law o f f i 

c ia ls  for allowing vice and crime to openly d e f i l e  the 

youth of  th e i r  towns.

One e d i t o r i a l i s t  noted that the appearance of  the 

Klan to punish lawlessness " is  the inev i tab le  result  o f  

the f a i l u r e  o f  the law to function in too many cases which 

have outraged public sentiment."^® Cit izens turned to 

other methods for sa t is fac t ion  of th e i r  grievances. Fol

lowing the death of f iv e  leading Tulsans in a vicious  

outburst of criminal a c t i v i t y ,  the m in is te r ia l  a l l ia n c e  

and other groups united in 1921, armed th e i r  members, pa

t r o l le d  the s tree ts ,  and attempted to clean out hijackers  

and bootleggers.^^ But th e i r  best e f fo r ts  fa i le d  to ob

ta in  the desired result  because of rampant p o l i t i c a l  cor

ruption and the a l l ia n c e  o f  law enforcement personnel 

with the bootleggers. An organization with wide, yet se

c re t ,  membership would help to i n s t i l l  fear in the hearts 

of the criminal element and would succeed in forming a 

p o l i t i c a l  base from which to oust the old regime in the 

ci ty.

A c a l l  for local reform from the leaders o f  com-
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muni t ie s  in the s ta te  provided a perfect  foundation for

the Knights to perform a service for th e i r  communities.

A Muskogee Klan member wrote his congressman that the

surrounding o i l  towns were f i l l e d  with "no counts" who

accosted g i r ls  and h o r r i f ie d  parents. The membership of

the local Klavern paid the undesirables "one ' v i s i t '  and

the town is almost a 'Sunday-school c la s s . ' "  The f inest

elements of the communities applauded the e f fo r ts  of the

Knights to clean up Oklahoma. The threat  of the gowned

f r a t e r n i t y  "moves out the gangster, bootlegger, and the

man who abuses and neglects his w ife  and chi ldren.  I t

c e r ta in ly  was born of  great necessity in th is o i l  country,"  
h-7he concluded.

Some town o f f i c i a l s  asked for Klaverns to assist  

in th e i r  areas to clean up th e i r  regions. School board 

o f f i c i a l s  in LeFlore County ca l led  upon the Klan to end 

the influence of  bootleggers in the county. Board spokes

men claimed that the l iquor t r a f f i c  had a l l  but k i l l e d  

the Sunday schools o f  Poteau. They said that educational 

in s t i tu t io n s  could not expand when the moral environment 

of th e i r  community was of  such bad character as to counter

act the impact o f  the schools.

The Klan's membership was t r u ly  dedicated to the 

idea of local reform. The least common denominator of  

th e i r  program for betterment was th e i r  demand for reform. 

Here was the key to th e i r  rapid r ise  in memberships and
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th e i r  widespread influence in the s ta te .  They wrapped 

demands for reform in the local concentration o f  p o l i t i 

cal power, law enforcement, and v i r tu e  in the terms of a 

moral crusade. Imperial Wizard Pro Tem Edward Clarke 

spoke to Tulsa Kluxers in 1922 in a closed meeting. He 

summed up the body's mission in terms of  a moral crusade 

when he stated " that in everything we have done i t  has 

been to t ry  and remove sores or cesspools of  in iq u i ty  

from the communi ty .

Parading Klansmen time and again carr ied  placards 

proclaiming t h e i r  intention to enforce local moral codes: 

" G ir ls ,  do your jo y r id in g  in the c i t y  l im i ts ,"  or ,  "Hus

bands, do your Joyriding with your own w ife ."^^  The 

organization dictated local m ora l i ty ,  putt ing into prac

t ic e  what church leaders could only preach about, women's 

clubs could only speak on, and about which concerned mem

bers of  the Chambers o f  Commerce could only advert ise ,  as 

for instance in th e i r  Anti-Opium P u b l ic i ty  campaigns.

To h igh l ight  the moral force of the Klan neces

s a r i ly  weakens i ts  f ra te rna l  and i ts  re l ig ious appeals.

I t  also discounts the order 's  successful use of  prejudice.  

Nevertheless, the single most important reason for the 

success of the body in Oklahoma was i ts  strong claim that  

i t  was the most successful force in the community for the 

control o f  individual behavior.

The Knights strove for the proper order w ith in  a
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community. They sought to prevent the erosion o f  small

town America in the face o f  the changes the postwar p e r i 

od brought to the nation. Stalwart conservatives re

sented the presence in Oklahoma of  divergent re l ig ious  

groups, advocates o f  c o l l e c t i v i s t  ideas of  government, 

and d i f fe r e n t  economic and social standards. People jo ined  

the Klan desir ing a defense mechanism against the people 

they feared and resented or whom they id e n t i f ie d  as threats  

to the status quo. The order in the member's eyes was de

fensive rather than aggressive.
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CHAPTER i I I

EARLY ORGANIZATION

Imperial Headquarters in ear ly  1923 mailed eight  

charters for new klaverns every working day--a rate of  

nearly 3,000 addit ional members per day.^ Even more phe

nomenal than the national growth of  the order was i ts  

meteoric r ise  in numerical strength in Oklahoma. Member

ship soared in the Sooner State a f te r  the i n i t i a l  e f fo r ts  

o f George McCarron. By the end o f  1921 there were as many 

Klansmen in Oklahoma as in the whole In v is ib le  Empire ju s t
o

six months before. Such growth was without p a ra l le l  in 

the h is tory  o f  f ra terna l  societ ies in the nation.^

A f te r  the f i r s t  year o f  recruitment in the state  

Klan leaders reported that there were 20,000 members s ta te 

wide and that s o l ic i ta t io n s  were coming so fast that i t  

was no longer necessary to have Kleagles in the f i e ld .^  

Estimates o f  the peak number o f  Klansmen in Oklahoma varied  

widely because the order was secret ,  but informed sources 

claim that there were about 150,000 Klansmen in the state  

in the ear ly  Twenties. Other sources gave membership f i g 

ures as low as 40,000 and as high as 207,000.  ̂ One out

69
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o f  every ten e l ig ib le  Oklahoma males belonged to the o r 

der,^ making the Oklahoma Realm one of  the strongest in 

the nation. Two to three hundred local klaverns existed  

in the sta te  at various times. The number varied as new 

chapters were formed and chartered.

Klan members were more numerous than organized 

labor and they were second only to business as an organ

ized force in Oklahoma communities. The power of the In 

v is ib le  Empire touched a l l  aspects of the l i f e  o f  Okla

homans. Boycotts against Roman Catholic merchants de

stroyed businesses, threatening le t te rs  to individuals  

who had brought the suspicions o f  the Knights upon them 

produced fear and anxiety,  and local p o l i t i c a l  a f f a i r s  

were determined through klavern b a l lo t in g  before the gen

eral e lec t ion .  The power o f  local law enforcement f e l l  

under the control of the Exalted Cyclops who ensured that  

any reports of  white capping that involved members of the 

local klavern went unanswered from the s h e r i f f ' s  o f f ic e  

or police department.

Loyal Oklahoma Klansmen bought Camel c ig are t tes .  

Maxwell House coffee .  Big Ben alarm clocks, Libby brand 

meats, and Carnation milk because the national headquarters 

passed them for patronization a f t e r  assuring that no Roman 

Catholic or Jewish influence ta inted th e i r  p r o d u c t s . ^

Klan members in the T r i -S ta te  area of Oklahoma, Missouri ,  

and Arkansas subscribed to the Empire Mutual L i fe  Insurance
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Company, which in 1924 proclaimed i t  had over three b i l -
o

lion do l la rs  worth o f  insurance in force.

Klansmen were expected to turn out for local 

drives for  the support o f  th e i r  klavern. Tulsa Klan Num

ber Two held a benef i t  bazaar, termed a "Beno Bazaar," 

in the spring o f  1923 and in addit ion to nett ing  $24,000 

from t ic k e t  sales the sponsors gave away th ir teen  Ford 

automobiles.9 S im ilar  a c t i v i t i e s  in other towns across 

the state  raised sums for the support o f  kluxing in Okla

homa and the Southwest.

To show th e i r  newly won f in a nc ia l  success to th e i r  

community, the Tulsa Benevolent Association, which was the 

o f f i c i a l  name for the klavern, b u i l t  a $200,000 building  

which they ca l led  Beno H a l l .  With a three thousand seat

ing capacity i t  was the largest s tructure in the s ta te  and 

one of  the largest in the e n t i re  Southwest. From i ts  po

s i t ion  at the corner o f  Main and Easton s tree ts ,  i t  near

ly dominated the whole o f  downtown T u l s a . I t s  three  

stories  and large fron ta l  area on the streets  served as 

notice to residents o f  the o i l  cap ita l  that the Knights 

were a powerful force in th e i r  community.

The klavern was the smallest o f f i c i a l l y  recognized 

u nit  o f  the Klan. Usually i t  corresponded to a town or to 

a c i t y ,  and i ts  f i r s t  members were often the o f f ic e rs  

throughout the klavern 's  existence. Local o f f ic e rs  o f  the 

klavern had ju r is d ic t io n  over the d i s t r i c t ,  ca l led  a Klan-
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ton. The terminology o f  the Knights, modeled a f te r  the 

guidelines o f  founder W il l iam Simmons which specified  

that words would begin with a "Kl" where possible for  

mystic e f f e c t ,  lent an aura o f  mystery and foreboding to 

t h e i r  ceremonies that impressed new i n i t i a t e s .  The p re s i 

dent o f  the klavern was ca l led  the Exalted Cyclops and he 

presided over ceremonies in the meeting room o f  the hall  

where the Klan headquartered. The K l a l i f f  served as vice  

president. He was assisted through the o f f i c e  of the 

secretary,  who was ca l led  the Kligrapp. The Klokard was 

the o f f i c i a l  lec tu re r ,  who read from prepared Imperial 

speeches, ta lk s ,  and the l ik e .  A minister usually served 

as the chaplain, who was the Kludd. The treasurer was 

the Klabee. Ceremonial o f f ic e rs  included the Kladd, who 

was the conductor, the Inner Guard known as the Klarogo, 

the Outer Guard ca l led  the K lex ter ,  and a co l lec t ion  of  

invest igators ,  auditors ,  and advisers known as the Klokan.

Klavern o f f ic e rs  were responsible to the Province 

level w ith in  the s ta te ,  who were denoted by the p re f ix  

"Great" before the klavern names for th e i r  members. Pro

v in c ia l  o f f i c i a l s  were in th e i r  turn responsible to the 

sta te  or Realm o f f ic e rs  who were addressed with the pre

f i x  "Grand." State members in turn answered to the au

th o r i t y  o f  national o f f ic e rs  who carr ied  the t i t l e  "Impe

r ia l "  before th e i r  o f f i c e .  National o f f ic e rs  headed the 

In v is ib le  Empire, a term denoting for the Klan member a
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re -b i r th  upon In i t i a t i o n  into the order that made him one 

o f the select and a l l  non-members "a l ie n s ."  The In v is ib le  

Empire had an ambassador to the United States, former 

Texas Grand Dragon Hershel McCall. He was, however, not 

o f f i c i a l l y  recognized in the nat ion 's  c a p i ta l .

The Realm received a portion o f  the i n i t i a l  Klec- 

tokon from prospective members and a Realm tax which was 

sometimes as much as one-ha lf  o f  the Imperial tax as a 

rebate. Of each Klectokon of  ten d o l la rs ,  the sta te  took 

in one d o l la r ,  and, a d d i t io n a l ly ,  the Realm got a f i f t y -  

cent rebate as a commission on each robe sold. The Realm 

obtained money from the p e t i t ions  for the higher degrees 

in the order, ca l led  the K-Duo and the Knights of  the Great 

Forest. In add it ion ,  members paid regular levies for  

emergencies and g ra tu i t ie s  to o f f ic e r s .

Local Klans generally gained no national or Realm 

f inancing. They taxed themselves to pay for th e i r  meeting 

hall  and other needs, including the maintenance of  equip

ment, r i tu a l  costs, t rave l ing  expenses of  the Exalted Cy

clops or other o f f i c i a l s ,  g r a tu i t ie s ,  and more. In d i 

viduals also had to pay th e i r  own travel expenses, the 

Klan donations for the needy, contributions to ch ar i ty ,  

and annual subscriptions to the publications l ik e  the Im- 

per la l  Night-Hawk, The Kourier , the Fellowship Forum, or 

the Fiery Cross. The l a t t e r  was the Klan's sta te  newspaper 

published in Oklahoma C ity  and served as the house organ



74

for the Grand Dragon. Individuals were required to pur

chase th e ir  own regal ia  and r i tu a l  equipment, as well as 

jewelry  or stock in Klan business ventures. They addi

t io n a l ly  paid assessments for special events and t r ip s .

The Klansman had to commit both his soul and his b i l l f o l d  

to the cause.

The klavern was the scene o f  the r i tu a l  and the 

meetings. As he entered the sanctum, the Night Hawk or 

guard asked each member, "AYAK," an acronym for "Are You 

a Klansman?" He responded w ith ,  "AKIA," meaning "A Klans

man I Am." I f  s a t is f ie d ,  the Night Hawk responded in turn 

with "KIGY," for "Klansman, I Greet You." Seated at the 

head of the meeting room near the a l t a r ,  the cross, the 

Bible opened to the Twelfth Chapter o f  Romans, and the 

f lag  were the Exalted Cyclops and the lesser o f f ic e rs .

Each of the objects about them had a unique symbolism

reminiscent o f  many f ra te rna l  orders, especia l ly  that o f  
1 9the Masons. A Klode which was sung opened the meeting. 

Prayer also opened and closed meetings. A fte r  those pres

ent transacted routine business, the lesson from the na

t ional leaders would be read or a s t i r r in g  presentation  

made. I t  might consist o f  the reading from the o f f i c i a l  

organ of  the imperial Headquarters on the role o f  the 

Klansman:

When I invade the fe t id  dens o f  Infamy there  
is a sudden scampering and squeaking as of  rats 
foresaking a doomed ship.
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I am the haunting dread o f  the depraved and 
the hated Nemesis o f  the vicious.

. . . the swift  avenger o f  Innocence de- 
spoiled.

. . . I am a bulwark and a bel 1-tower to 
Democracy.13

Always the subject was the preservation of  American c i v i 

l i z a t io n ,  white supremacy, and Protestant ideals. The 

imagery employed in speech and in w r i t in g  was on re l ig ious  

s a c r i f ic e  for a higher good.

In the meeting hall  the Klansmen clothed in th e i r  

spectral regalia  l istened to many references in the r i tu a l  

book to "the law of C h r is t ,"  "the tenets of the Christian  

re l ig io n ,"  "God being my helper,"  and the closing remarks 

o f the Kludd who would intone the words that "the l iv ing  

Christ is a Klansman's c r i te r io n  of  character."  Members 

then closed th e i r  meeting with a re l ig ious song, the Klox- 

ology. Other favor ites  sung in the hal l  included "Rock 

of Ages," "The Old Rugged Cross," and the "Jubilee Song," 

while the choice was usually "Onward Christian Soldiers"  

which became an u n o f f ic ia l  anthem. At the end of  the klon- 

klave, the Exalted Cyclops might c a l l  his Klokann, the 

executive committee, to order to discuss chapter business, 

an upcoming Jubilee,  the coming Imperial Klonvocation, or 

perhaps a nocturnal v i s i t a t i o n .

The Klansmen l e f t  the klavern at the end of the 

ceremonies confident that each Knight received more for
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his ten d o l la r  Klectokon than any other f ra te rna l  or pa

t r i o t i c  group he could j o in .  i ts  mystery was more awe

some, patr io t ism  more pure, and i ts  duty more c le a r ly  de

fined and imperative than those o f  any other body. The 

Knights o ffered something for everyone in the order 's  

a n t i - ra d ic a l  sentiment which c a p i ta l ize d  on the Red Scare 

fears o f  1920, the a n t i -C a th o l ic  viewpoint o f  the Ameri

can Protect ive  Association o f  the 1890s, and the a n t i -  

immigrant stand which echoed the position o f  the Know 

Nothing Party o f  the 1850s. Accompanying these stra ins  

o f  thought were the group's advocacy o f  white supremacy 

playing on racia l  prejudices, moral l iv in g  along the 

lines of  the Puritan e th ic ,  and the r e l ig i o s i t y  that ap

pealed to the Bible Belt .

The klavern sponsored events outside the meeting 

hall  to en ter ta in  th e i r  members and to a t t r a c t  others.

The K l a l i f f  brought Klansmen and th e i r  fam il ies  together 

for p ie  eating contests, p icnics,  apple bobbing, sack 

races, and other social gatherings. On occasion the Klan 

Khoral Klub would serenade the assemblage. Regional meet

ings, ca l led  Jubilees, a t t ra c te d  members from other states  

who came on spec ia l ly  chartered tra ins  for the f e s t i v i 

t ie s .^ ^

The Klan consti tu t ion  established a ju d ic ia l  body 

cal led  the Kloncil ium. I ts  membership consisted of  the 

Imperial Wizard and f i f te e n  appointees ca l led  the Genii .
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The Kloncil ium was also the advisory council and the ex

ecutive s t a f f  o f  the national Klan. I t  was to meet each 

July,  or when ca l led  into session by the national leader.  

The ju d ic ia l  organization o f  the local Klan was the T r i 

bunal which operated l ik e  the Kloncilium o f  the Empire.

I t  consisted o f  sixteen Klansmen chosen by lot from twen

ty - fo u r  names nominated by the Exalted Cyclops, K l a l i f f ,  

Klokard, and Kludd of  the klavern. A permanent board of  

appeal of twelve members appointed under the auspices of  

the Grand Dragon from his Hydras and Giants was ca l led  

the Grand Tribunal for the s ta te .  A three-fourths m a jor i 

ty vote o f  the Tribunal determined the verd ic t .

The government o f  the In v is ib le  Empire followed 

m i l i t a r y  organizat ion ,  which placed a l l  power in a strong 

executive. The founders o f  the o r ig in a l  Reconstruction 

Klan were former Confederate o f f ic e rs  so the members who 

launched the Simmons' Klan in 1915 were men in t im ate ly  

acquainted with  the romance o f  the o r ig in a l  Klan. They 

were themselves fa m i l ia r  w ith  m i l i t a r y  a f f a i r s  because 

several o f  them had organized a p ara m il i ta ry  group during 

World War I to report on treasonable behavior. The v e te r 

ans who joined the Knights understood the m i l i t a r y  organ

izat ion  as well  as the emphasis on re sp o ns ib i l i ty  and duty.

Power centered with in  the o f f i c e  of  the Imperial 

Wizard and any struggle over control o f  the organization  

also focused on that posit ion.  The huge sums of money
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the Atlan ta  headquarters acquired through the growing mem

bership inaugurated the f i r s t  internal c o n f l ic t  which 

rocked the In v is ib le  Empire. Oklahomans f e l t  i ts  impact.

Imperial Wizard Simmons re l ied  upon many helpers 

in his Atlanta o f f ic e s .  None was more important than the 

imperial secretary, Hiram Wesley Evans. The post o f  na

t ional  secretary became the stepping stone into the leader

ship o f  the national Klan. Evans grew up in the same cen

t r a l  Alabama region that Simmons came from and the two got 

along w e l l .  Dr. Evans had been a dentis t  in Dallas, Texas, 

when he jo ined the Knights in 1920. He gave up his dental 

pract ice  and his ambition took him rapidly into the post 

as secretary.

Simmons was an id e a l is t ,  the dreamer of the hooded 

order, and did not l ik e  the day-to-day drudgery of the 

Klan's routine business. Simmons t i re d  of the seemingly 

endless round o f  o f f i c i a l  klonversations needed to adminis

te r  the Empire's a f f a i r s .  He stepped down as Wizard for 

six months in June, 1922, a l leged ly  to recover from alco

holism. He turned the reigns over to Imperial Kleagle  

Edward Clarke, who then became Imperial Wizard Pro Tempore.

Ambitious t e r r i t o r i a l  magnates in the Klan recog

nized th e i r  opportunity to seize control o f  f inancia l  mat

ters over th e i r  own domains from Simmons, who remained 

Emperor over the operations. Late one night at the 

November, 1922, Imperial Kloncil ium, a f te r  Simmons was
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t i r e d  and groggy from the day's f e s t i v i t i e s ,  Evans and 

others suggested that  Simmons not accept another term as 

leader. A f te r  assurances from Evans that la te r  Simmons 

would be able to return to his exalted pos it ion ,  the 

founder bowed out. Evans accepted the suggestion from 

one o f  his cohorts that he "temporari ly" f i l l  the vacuum 

as Emperor.

Three months la te r  Evans ousted Clarke and took 

over the posit ion o f  Wizard and ru ler  of the mystic min

ions of the In v is ib le  Empire. A court b a t t l e  over owner

ship o f  the order resulted with the relinquishment of  

Simmons' status as Emperor in return for a settlement of  

$146,000. Clarke f u t i l e i  y attempted to form an order he 

ca l led  the Knights of the Mystic Clan. Evans pledged 

reforms o f  alleged abuses, a closer accounting of  the 

funds, reform o f  the governmental structure o f  the organ

iza t io n ,  and he reduced the l iv ing  expenses of the Imperi

al Wizard and led a more modest existence than his pre

decessor Simmons who had lavished Imperial funds on his 

mansion, Klan Krest.^^

Oklahoma o f f i c i a l s  f e l l  from power i f  they had 

mistakenly supported the Simmons faction in the national  

power struggle. The Evans bid had wide support as well  

as opposition among Oklahoma Klansmen so those who ad

vanced the founder's claim to leadership were not eas i ly  

outmaneuvered. Oklahoma re f lected  the events at the na-
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t ional  leve l .

Oklahoma Realm members descended upon Tulsa for 

the T r i -S ta te  men's and women's Klan convention (a 

Klorero).^^ The Exalted Cyclops, Klabees, Kllgrapps,  

Kludds, Commanders, and portions of the Klokann from each 

of the two hundred klaverns which had elected delegates 

arr ived  in Tulsa in A p r i l ,  1923. They were eager to de

termine the outcome of  the internal power struggle.

I t  was no accident that Tulsa was the s i te  chosen 

for the Klorero. Tulsa Klan Number Two boasted a new 

build ing,  Beno H a l l ,  which i ts  builders were anxious to 

show to others across the s ta te .  They also had many strong 

backers o f  the Evans' regime in A t lan ta .  Believing the 

o rig in a l  state  leadership to be unprogressive, some Tulsa 

Klansmen planned to select a new state  leader more attuned 

to thei r needs.

Edwin DeBarr, long-time Vice-President o f  the 

University  o f  Oklahoma, was Grand Dragon of the Oklahoma 

Realm and one of  the Klan's ear ly  i n i t i a t e s .  He was under 

f i r e  from the State Board o f  Regents for his alleged mem

bership in the sheeted f r a t e r n i t y .  They had already cen- 
18sured him. There were many Klansmen who believed that  

DeBarr was unresponsive to the largest klaverns in the 

sta te .  They wanted a Grand Dragon from one o f  the largest  

c i t i e s  in the Oklahoma Realm.

Other leaders in the Domain b i t t e r l y  opposed Evans
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because they r ig h t ly  believed that he was f in a n c ia l ly  d is 

honest, "profess ional ly  u ne th ica l ,"  and " s o c ia l ly  in t o le r 

a b le ."  The former Great Titan of Province One charged 

that Atlanta exploited the Oklahoma leadership for com

mercial p r o f i t . T h e  former Titan threw his power be

hind the move to banish DeBarr from Oklahoma K.’ an head

quarters and succeeded. To s a t is fy  the Grand Dragon's 

pride as he was ousted from headquarters, A t lan ta  short ly  

th erea f te r  appointed Edwin DeBarr to a higher posit ion.

He became a member o f  the advisory body known as the Im

per ia l  Kloncilium in October, 1923, and spent much time 

t ra ve l in g  to At lanta  on the Empire's business.

The choice o f  a new Grand Dragon led to great 

c o n f l ic t  behind the scenes of  the Klorero. The man had 

to be acceptable to the c o n f l ic t in g  factions with in  the 

state and s t i l l  be strong enough to provide leadersnip 

to the state  organization.

The ex-Great Titan refused the posit ion because

Imperial headquarters attached str ings to the post. The

Grand Dragon's decisions were subject constantly to the

n u l l i f i c a t io n  o f  the Imperial Wizard. Appointive o f f ic es

were expanded under Evans to increase his hold over the 
20organ i zat ion.

A fte r  heated ta lk  about the possible choices for  

Grand Dragon, the leadership achieved a compromise. He 

was an Oklahoma City  pharmaceutical salesman named Newton
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Clay Jewett. The t h i r t y - f o u r t h  I n i t i a t e  in the Oklahoma 

Realm, he had long been ac t ive  in Realm a f f a i r s .  Shrewd

ly he adapted to his new duties and supported the Evans 

regime. Jewett accepted the Imperial reorganization o f  

the Oklahoma Realm which tightened the Wizard's control  

over his Empire. The Grand Kligrapp reorganized the 

Oklahoma Realm and cut down the number o f  provinces from 

four to three in order to s o l id i f y  the Imperial hold.^t

The dispute did not subside with the selection  

o f  a new Grand Dragon, however. The s ta te  continued to 

be involved in the Simmons-Evans controversy. Oklahoma 

became the s ta r t in g  point for a new power struggle at the 

national level in la te  1922.

The confrontation began in 1922 when Simmons estab

lished the Kamelia order for women. He t r ie d  to circumvent 

the Evans regime with an e n t i r e ly  new order to exp lo i t  un

tapped resources across the nation. He used as his base 

the Women's American Protestant Study Club of Claremore,

Oklahoma. Simmons ca l led  the new group the Kamelia and
2 ?named himself  i ts  leader,  El Magus. The founder of the 

men's organization now began one for  women planning on a 

repeat o f  his e a r l i e r  f inanc ia l  success with  the Knights.

In an attempt to harm the Evans power base in A t lan ta ,  

Simmons used the name of  the men's second degree o f  Klan- 

k r a f t ,  the K-DUO or Kamelia, for his women's organiza

t io n .
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Just as xenophobia and patr io t ism  affected  men 

a f t e r  the F irs t  World War, they affected women as w e l l .  

Women did not escape the emotional outburst of the war 

period. Women's groups p ro l i fe ra te d  in a f lu r r y  o f  f r a 

ternal ism a f t e r  the end o f  h o s t i l i t i e s .  America was a 

nation of jo in e rs  and many women shared the desire to 

p a r t ic ip a te  in rather than merely observe the trend.

Women's p a t r io t i c  organizations increased rapidly  

in the emotional atmosphere following the Armistice. Fe

males joined groups such as the Women's Christian P a t r i 

o t ic  League, the Order of  American Women, Puritan Daughters 

o f  America, Ladies o f  the Golden Mask, and the League of  

Protestant Women. The Ladies o f  the In v is ib le  Empire and 

Ladies o f  the Cu Clux Clan openly emulated the men's 

o rd er .

The Knights' Imperial Klonvokation in Washington,

D. C. ,  in 1922 decided to investigate the p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  

forming a women's klan. To th e i r  surprise, the committee 

members found over twenty women's n a t i v is t i c  soc ie t ies ,  

including the Kamelia of  Simmons, in e x i s t e n c e . H e r e  

lay an untapped source of  addit ional funds from the sale 

o f  memberships, rega l ia ,  and l i f e  insurance. The leaders 

o f  the Knights moved quickly to unite  the women's groups 

and to gain th e i r  contro l .

The furor centered around the WAP Study Clubs in 

the northeastern part o f  Oklahoma. Blanche and H. Tom
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Kight with Rowena and C. W. Beeson organized the clubs 

which spread to Tulsa, Okmulgee, Guthrie, and to other 

towns in the s ta te .  They wore white rega l ia  s im ilar  to 

the Knights of  the Ku Klux and followed a r i tu a l  very 

much l ik e  that o f  the Klan's c e r e m o n y . ^5

Will iam Joseph Simmons real ized that he was be

ing pushed out of the Imperial headquarters of the Knights 

so he determined that a women's Klan would be an excellent  

future for his organizational ta len ts .  Using the WAP 

Study Clubs as his foundation, he formed the Kamelia.

I ts  consti tut ion and r i tu a l  were nearly identica l  to that  

o f the Knights.

Hiram Evans countered with an edict forbidding  

Klansmen from associating with th e i r  wives in the new 

order.  Grand Dragon Jewett duly followed instructions  

and promptly ordered a l l  Oklahoma Klansmen to avoid wom

en's groups. That upset some sta te  members of the Knights, 

one of  whom wired Jewett denouncing the decree: "All  say

f i r s t  a l legiance is to wives, mothers, sweethearts, and 

s is te rs ,  as they were intimate friends before they heard 

o f e i th e r  Evans or you."^^ The protest had l i t t l e  e f fe c t  

on the outcome of  the power struggle.

Imperial Wizard Evans started his own women's o r 

ganization to counter that o f  Simmons. Evans as the o f 

f i c i a l  head of  the Knights gave o f f i c i a l  recognition and 

status to his group. The six months' investigation begun
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. at  the Imperial Klonvokation In 1922 resulted in a recom

mendation that the mantle o f  leadership o f  America's wom

en kluxers should f a l l  on the L i t t l e  Rock, Arkansas, o r 

ganization. Evans made Mrs. Lula A. Markwell Imperial 

Commander and Miss Robbie G i l l  Imperial Kligrapp o f  the 

Women of  the Ku Klux Klan in 1923 and the women's group 

was o f f i c i a l l y  f o r m e d . ^7

As in the men's organization, the post o f  national  

secretary for the women's group was the seat o f  ambition.  

Miss G i l l ,  a long-time resident o f  L i t t l e  Rock and fr iend  

o f the Imperial Commander, served as national secretary,  

much l ike  the ro le  of  Hiram Evans as secretary to the 

founder of the Knights. In la te  1923 the Commander stepped 

aside for the national secretary to become leader of the 

women's Klan. In the following year Miss G i l l  formed a 

strong a l l ia n c e  with the men's group when she married 

Judge James Comer, who was Imperial Klonsel to the Knights 

and a powerful voice on the executive committee of that  

body.

The Women of  the Ku Klux Klan claimed that in the 

f i r s t  month of  t h e i r  o f f i c i a l  existence they enrolled over 

150,000 new members in Oklahoma, Arkansas, Indiana, Ohio, 

Texas, and other hot-beds o f  pro-Klan s e n t i m e n t . T h e  

f igure  is w i ld ly  exaggerated, but the membership did r ise  

rapidly and soon the Women o f  the Klan r ivaled the men's 

group in size i f  not in p o l i t i c a l  power. Like the men's
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order, the women's organization reached i ts  peak member

ship in the Southwest in ea r ly  1924, w ith  Oklahoma--the 

mother s ta te  for the concept--having more Klanswomen than 

any other southwestern sta te  and one o f  the highest nu

merical strengths of  any s ta te  in the nation.

Oklahoma possessed women's Klantons in most o f  

the same towns that contained men's orders. The wives 

could attend th e i r  meetings at the same time that th e i r  

husbands were in th e i r  klaverns. Sixty Women's Klans 

dominated the membership roster in 1925 under Oklahoma's 

column, surpassed by only the sta te  o f  Indiana with  one 

h u n d r e d . 30 A l l  sections of  the Sooner State boasted at 

least one Klanton for the local lad ies,  but the most repre

sented areas of the sta te  were the center and northeastern  

parts .  The Panhandle had too few people to support t h r i v 

ing Klans, but Guymon proudly presented i ts  Klan Number 

Sixty-E ight ca l led  the Knoble Krusaders. Tulsa possessed 

Klan Number Sixty-Seven, but Oklahoma C i ty 's  Klanton had 

faded by 1925.

Organization and terminology for the Women's Klan 

p ara l le led  the Knights' c lose ly  and in most instances was 

id e n t ic a l .  Realms and Provinces dominated the organiza

t ional structure and the words Exalted, Grand, Great, and 

Imperial denoted the t i e r  o f  o f f i c i a l s  up the organiza

t ional ladder o f  the group. A minor d if fe rence  between 

the men's and women's structures was the designation of
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the leaders o f  the women's groups as Commanders rather  

than the various names for male leaders. The Women's Klan 

also provided for a s l ig h t ly  less a r b i t r a r y  use o f  execu

t iv e  power because the Imperial Klonvocatlon could pass 

laws for the Women's Empire over the veto o f  the Imperial 

Commander. ^̂

The program o f  the women's order p a ra l le le d  that  

o f  the men's with the exception that the program was more 

home-oriented. The Women's Klan pushed ch a r i ty  work, 

m ora l i ty ,  and p u r i ty  In th e i r  communities. Members be

longed to other organizations In th e i r  towns, such as the 

Legion A u x i l ia ry ,  the Order of  the Eastern Star,  the Del

phian Study Club, the Rebekahs, Royal Neighbors, or others.  

One Klanswoman In Cherokee l is te d  her professional occupa

tion as "doing c h a r i ty .

Inside the Klanton the women opened th e i r  meeting 

with singing o f  the Star Spangled Banner and then listened  

to a Bible lesson. A member then presented a t a lk  on the 

Mayflower and the Puritans and f inished with a poem on the 

Liberty  B e l l .  A short t a lk  on Betsy Ross preceded a quar

te t  singing God Bless America. Reports from committees 

then followed an Inspir ing presentation on George Washing

ton. As part o f  the program In the meeting h a l l ,  one 

speaker reminded the assemblage that "divorces and domes

t i c  looseness should be frowned upon and condemned. . . ." 

She continued that the women should be ever a l e r t .  "Wher-
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ever we find ugly and anti-American in terests rearing  

th e i r  ugly heads, we must work fast and united ly  to o f f 

set t h e i r  e v i l  courses." F in a l ly ,  she concluded with  

the admonition, "False propaganda in our school books-- 

subtle doctrines that w i l l  take away the f i r s t  love of  

Americans for America must be re fu te d ."^3

Committees o f  the women's order at the local level 

demonstrated th e i r  concerns and the areas of  fear for the 

leadership. Americanization, Public School, Public Amuse

ment, C i t izensh ip ,  Civ ic  A f fa i r s ,  P o l i t i c s ,  and Law En

forcement oversaw the local community's day-to-day busi

ness. As part o f  the Twenties' desire for international  

t r a n q u i l i t y  the women maintained one committee on Peace 

to help in preventing internat ional  c o n f l ic t .  Child Wel

fare and Juvenile Delinquency combined with Legislation  

to provide committees for areas of the local l i f e  that d i 

re c t ly  touched the home.

The M i l i t a r y  Committee of the Women's Ku Klux Klan 

included a General, a Major, Captains, Lieutenants, and 

Sergeants. The Captain kept close scrutiny on her Klan

ton ' s p o l i t i c a l  ward, while  the Lieutenants oversaw th e i r  

precincts.  Each block was to have a Sergeant, but often  

none could be found to serve.

Thn Committee was charged with making a survey of  

Roman Catholics and foreign families in th e i r  town, the 

number of children attending parochial schools in the area.
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to report crime, and to examine candidates for local po

l i t i c a l  o f f ic e  and report on them to the assembled mem

bership. Unlike the men's m i l i t a r y  committees, those of  

the women never ventured out o f  th e i r  Klanton for white-  

capping. Women's processions frequently went outside  

th e i r  ha l ls  in f u l l  re g a l ia ,  but not for the purpose of  

punishing transgressors. They l e f t  that to th e i r  husbands.

Women's Klan members went in processions for v i s i 

tat ions ju s t  as th e i r  husbands did in the Knights, but not 

always for the same purpose. Female kluxers v is i te d  the 

inf irm in th e i r  communities, hospita ls ,  funerals of mem

bers, and part ic ipa ted  in ch a r i ty  drives in th e i r  rega l ia .  

They would suddenly appear at the graveside service o f  one 

of th e i r  number and one member o f  the procession would 

speak a few short phrases of condolence. Then, they would 

ju s t  as s i l e n t l y  depart.

Oklahoma Klansmen and women in 1924 responded to 

the proclamation of  the Imperial Kloncilium and formed 

Junior Klans for boys fourteen through eighteen. The re

quirement was la te r  lowered to twelve to enable younger 

boys to p a r t ic ip a te .  Few Oklahoma communities possessed 

a Junior Klan except in name only because o f  the lack of  

enthusiasm among both parents and children. Tulsa, how

ever, pointed to i ts  ac t ive  Junior Klan with pride.

The Klan organizations in Oklahoma touched almost 

a l l  aspects of residents' l iv es .  Hardly any sector o f  the
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Sooner State went untouched In some way under the scrutiny  

of the In v is ib le  Empire. The K lan- inst igated  boycott o f  

the Jewish merchant or the Catholic businessman harmed 

the local economy and drove c i t ize n s  out of business under 

the slogan of TWAK, an acronym for Trade With A Klansman. 

The m i l i t a r y  committees o f  the men's and women's orders 

d u t i f u l l y  watched th e ir  wards and precincts for any t r e a 

sonous actions on the part of t h e i r  neighbors. Some o f  

the Klansmen l e f t  th e ir  klavern at dusk for far  more s e r i 

ous a c t i v i t i e s  under the cover o f  the darkness with whip 

in hand.
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In the Southwest, pp. v i , 159, said there were f iv e  m i l -
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l ion;  Kenneth Jackson, The K.K.K. in the C i t y , p. x i i ,  

said there were 2.03 m i l l io n ;  David Chalmers, Hooded Ameri

can i sm, p. 291, said three m i l l io n ;  Benjamin Avin, "The 

K.K.K.,  1915-25: A Study in Religious Intolerance" (Ph. D.

d is s e r ta t io n ,  Georgetown Un ivers i ty ,  1952), p. 104, said 

there were 8 .9 m i l l io n  members.

7 Imperial Night-Hawk, I (June 20, 1923), p. 4.

^Kenneth H a r r e l l ,  "The K.K.K. in Louisiana," p.

301

^ Imperial Night-Hawk, I (May 16, 1923), p. 3.

^^1bi d . , p. 4.

^^Constitution of the Knights of  the K .K .K . ; The 

Kloran; W il l iam Shepherd, "How I Put Over the Klan," Co 1 - 

l i e r ' s . LXXXII (July 14, 1928), p. 32.

C. Wright,  "The Seven Symbols of the Klan,"  

Anadarko American-Democrat. May 7, 1924, p. 2.

Henryetta Klansmen interviewed by Linda Rodriguez 

considered the Klan no d i f fe re n t  than the Masons. "The 

K.K.K. Versus Unionism in the 1920s" (Senior thesis .  Oral 

Roberts Un ivers i ty ,  1973), p. 11=

Imperial Night-Hawk, I (August 22, 1923), p. 7.

^^From the Klansman‘ s Manual (Buckhead, Ga.:  The

Knights, 1918), in the Library of  Congress and from The 

Kloran.

^^See the program in Anadarko Amer Ican-Democrat, 

July 20, 1924, p. 1.
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in the Imperial Night-Hawk, I (Apri l  4, 1923), p. 7.

The account o f  the Imperial troubles comes from 

Simmons, The Klan Unmasked (A t lan ta :  W il l iam Thompson,

1923);  E. D. Rittenhouse receivership case in Tulsa World, 

October 31, 1923, p. 3; Monteval, The Klan Inside Out. p. 

72; Chalmers, Hooded Americanism, pp. 78, 317; Imperia1 

Night-Hawk, I (Apri l  18, 1923), pp. 2-7; (May 2, 1923), 

pp. 2-3; (February 21, 1924), pp. 2-3.

^^Okmulqee Daily  Democrat, Apri l  20, 1923, p. 1.

^^Guymon Hera ld , August 17, 1922, p. 1.

^^Open Letter  o f  Minor Merriwether to Evans, April

23, 1923, A t t .  Gen. Correspondence, George Short f i l e .

State Archives, p. 2.

^^Telegram, Minor Merriwether to Wil l iam Joseph 

Simmons, Apri l  5, 1923, A t t .  Gen. Correspondence, George 

Short f i l e .

21 I b id .

22jackson, The K.K.K. in the C i t y , p. 14.

2^0kmulqee Daily  Democrat, November 1, 1922, p.

1 ; Harlow's Weekly, XXI (October 21, 1922), p. 15-

2^"The Clash in the Klan," Li te rary  Di qest , LXXVI1

(Apri l  21, 1923) ,  p. 13; Imperial Night-Hawk, I (June 13, 

1923) ,  p. 5.

2^Evans, The Whole Truth About the E f fo r t  to De

troy the Klan (A t lan ta:  The Knights, 1923), p. 9; Okmu1 -
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gee Daily  Democrat, February 12, 1923, p. 1.

^^Open L e t te r ,  Merriwether to Evans, State Ar

ch i ves.

^^Women o f  America! (N. p .:  N. p . ,  n. d . )  pam

phlet and The Truth About the Women o f  the K.K.K. (N. p .:

N. p . ,  n. d . )  pamphlet. Women's K.K.K. Papers, University  

of Oklahoma Library.

^^1 b id . , p. 4.

^^Alexander, The K.K.K. in the Southwest, p. 104. 

^^Women's K.K.K. Papers, University  of  Oklahoma 

Library,  box 1.

^^Constitution and Laws of  the Women of  the K.K.K. 

( L i t t l e  Rock: Women of  the K.K.K., n. d . )  booklet in ib id .

^^Membership and Dues Record o f  the Cherokee Klan 

Number 43, i b i d . , box 6.

^^Eiqht C's for Klanswomen ( L i t t l e  Rock: Women

of the K.K.K., 1924), i b id . . pp. 21, 24.

•^^Pamphlets on the M i l i t a r y  Committee, i b i d . , box

1 .
^^Imperial Night-Hawk, I (Apri l  23, 1924), p. 7.



CHAPTER IV

"HUSBANDS, DO YOUR JOYRIDING WITH YOUR OWN WIFE."?

The Knights used force as part of a movement to 

clean up the o i l  boom towns and to h a l t  the r is ing  t id e  

of crime and vice. Violence against his neighbor marked 

the f r o n t ie r  period of the s ta te 's  h is tory ,  often as the 

sole means for survival In a wilderness. Violence con

tinued In Oklahoma long a f te r  the t e r r i t o r y  became a se t 

t led  sta te .  Mob action flourished In the region Into the 

1920s, and the Klan was a part  o f  that t ra d i t io n .  Post

statehood outbursts followed f r o n t ie r  violence. Ind iv idu

als who had used force against alleged lawbreakers In t e r 

r i t o r i a l  times found I t  easy to use force against threats  

to established order In the 1920s.

Men caught up In the hysteria  of human d es truc t ive 

ness In World War I were unable to change a f t e r  the f i g h t 

ing In Europe ended. In 1921 Oklahomans committed v io le n t  

acts with more frequency than ever before. Mob violence  

in the Sooner State In 1921 Involved the use o f  disguises.  

Because the Knights Insisted on using the mask and the 

hood In th e i r  r i tu a ls ,  and because secrecy made them v u l 

95



9 6

nerable, the Klansmen took the brunt of the a t ta ck  from 

advocates o f  ending mob lawlessness. The fury in 1921 

through the s tree ts  o f  Tulsa in that c i t y ' s  racia l  war

fare  coincided with the a r r iv a l  of the Klan in the sta te ,  

building upon the emotions o f  wartime, and the suspension 

of violence across the s ta te  accompanied the hasty e f 

fo r ts  o f  the Grand Dragon to re ins ta te  the image o f  the 

organization as o rder ly  in the minds o f  Americans. In 

the interim, the s ta te  verged on c i v i l  war, and skirmishes 

a c tu a l ly  broke out between Klan and ant i -K lan  factions.

The s tructure  o f  the Klan lent a m i l i t a r y  atmos

phere to the de l ibera t ions  of the group. Each klavern 

had a M i l i t a r y  Committee with an appropriate chain o f  

command upward to the Imperial le v e l .  Members of the 

committee kept track o f  the m ora l i ty  o f  th e i r  communities, 

gathered p o l i t i c a l  information on candidates for o f f i c e ,  

and reported on the actions of  ev i l -doers  in th e i r  v i c i n i 

ty .  I t  was natural that the unit  would be used for the 

enforcement o f  local moral codes i f  the occasion arose.

For a select few o f  the members o f  the special 

squads with in  the m i l i t a r y  committees, ca l led  In te l l ig e nc e  

Squads or strongarm u n i ts ,  there was instruction from A t 

lanta headquarters in the methods of punishing local wrong

doers. For these members o f  the inner sanctum o f  the 

klavern, the black robe and the black mask were a v a i la b le .  

Emblazoned on them for e f fe c t  were crossed bones and a
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dagger. They could use a special whipping strap on v ic 

tims to persuade them to change th e i r  habits.  I t  was 

three feet  long, leather,  and four inches wide, with the 

handle wrapped with heavy-duty automotive tape, and i t  

had seven to ten s l i t s  about six inches long in the end 

to cut the back of  the v ic t im .  Often a whipping squad 

would be imported from another county to minimize the 

p o s s ib i l i t y  that the victims would recognize a fellow  

resident of  th e i r  own town. The Klan squads were loaned 

from one ju r is d ic t io n  to another.

El Reno, Oklahoma C ity ,  Tulsa, Broken Arrow, Shaw

nee, and several other towns were singled out in the m i l i 

ta ry  court proceedings as containing in te l l ig e n c e  squads 

for the purpose o f  laying the lash upon the backs of the 

wayward. Because the pol ice  or the s h e r i f f ' s  departments 

were often Klan-connected, the victims were f i r s t  arrested,  

disarmed, j a i l e d  b r i e f l y  to give the mob time to gather 

and make plans for the abduction, and then the v ic t im  was 

released into the wait ing arms of  the masked mob members, 

who took him to the o u tsk ir ts  of town for punishment. Once 

at the predetermined location, the v ic t im  was t ie d  or 

chained to a nearby t ree ,  questioned, whipped, questioned 

again, then tarred and released. He usually  was to ld  to 

leave the town or the county and to never u t te r  a word

about the n ig h t 's  a c t i v i t i e s  to anyone on pain o f  an even 
2

worse fa te .
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Oklahomans were fa m i l ia r  with the ta r  bucket and 

the feather p i l low  as tools to enforce local moral codes. 

Prospective members o f  squads had ample opportunity to 

hear accounts of  Klan a c t i v i t i e s  in other states in 1921 

as examples of what to do. The newspaper expose o f  Klan 

a c t i v i t i e s  in Texas in 1920 and 1921 provided information 

for  eager readers.^ Members of wartime councils o f  de

fense recalled the e f fec ts  o f  th e i r  coercion upon neigh

bors and they believed th a t ,  i f  needed, s im ilar  methods 

would work again. They found that th e i r  experience e a s i 

ly carr ied into the Klan organization as the emotionalism 

of the World War s p i l le d  over into the 1920s.

When Grand Goblin George Kimbro stepped from his 

coupe in the summer o f  1920 in Oklahoma City  to recru i t  

for the Klan with Kleagle George McCarron, both of  them 

carr ied  stor ies  o f  Klan night r id ing to widen the eyes of  

th e i r  l is teners .  That February, Kimbro had launched a 

campaign of Klan punishment o f  moral offenders in Texas 

that  lasted two and one-ha lf  years. With his ta les  of  

ta r r in g ,  feather ing,  and lashing, Kimbro re lated the 

screams and pleadings o f  an alleged promiscuous black 

dentis t  in Galveston when Klansmen castrated him. The 

stories f e l l  on ready ears among men who had performed 

t h e i r  duty in the war period and were ready to straighten  

out the disreputable.  The ta les  a t t rac ted  more members 

and were a good recruitment advertisement.^



99

Oklahoma and Louisiana experiences for Klansmen 

l e f t  the order in the Twenties reeling from the image of  

lawlessness. Sometimes the violence of  the Klan embar

rassed the name o f  the order. One of  the most shameful 

uses of  the black mask occurred in Louisiana in la te  1922. 

The reputation of the Knights in Louisiana was one of  re la 

t iv e  quiet and l i t t l e  violence, but the murders in August, 

1922, in Morehouse Parish became synonymous with the Klan 

violence in the 1920s. The Morehouse murders ranked with  

the Sacco and Vanzetti  t r i a l ,  the Leopold and Loeb murder 

case, and the Scopes t r i a l  as signal events of the decade 

for which h is tory  and the popular imagination would note 

as v io le n t .

The members of the Morehouse Klavern used the black 

robe and mask of  the imperial goon squad. Acting without  

the knowledge of  Captain J. K. Skipwith, the Exalted Cy

clops, the members o f  the draped squad set out to teach 

local bootleggers a lesson. Watt Daniels and Thomas 

Richard, two outspoken c r i t i c s  of the Klan and themselves 

bootleggers, returned from a picnic boosting a good roads 

bond drive when they were stopped in the road. People 

wearing black robes and masks seized Daniels, Richard, and 

t h e i r  fa thers .  They took them into the woods and flogged 

them for th e i r  al leged immoral l i f e s t y le .  One o f  the 

young men recognized one of  th e i r  assailants when his mask 

slipped. The men took Daniels and Richard deeper into the
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woods, but released th e i r  fathers.

The Klansmen whipped the two young men fu r ther ,  

tortured them, and t ied  them spread-eagle to the cleated  

wheels of  a lugging cart  or a farm implement that was 

nearby. They ro l led  them down a h i l l ,  pulping th e ir  

bodies. They buried the remains in Lake Lafourche out

side the town of Mer Rouge. Eventually the Governor of  

the state launched a massive search for the bodies, and 

the torsos and shreds of  clothing id e n t i f ie d  as those of  

Daniels and Richard surfaced four months la te r  a f t e r  a 

mysterious explosion underwater, probably planted to bring 

the bodies to the surface.

Oklahoma papers carr ied  the g r is ly  story and the 

subsequent d e ta i ls  o f  the repeated investigations including  

those by Klan Headquarters in A t lan ta .  Louisiana Governor 

John Parker sounded the public outcry when he lamented 

that the deaths of the two men, "denied even a dog's r ight  

of defense, w i l l  cause a shudder" in A m e r i c a n s .  ̂ No con

v ic t ions were ever achieved in the Mer Rouge k i l l in g s ,  

although Captain Skipwith was indicted along with other 

Klansmen, and the results of  the Imperial investigation  

into the tragedy were never revealed, but the Klan in More

house Parish and in many other parts of the nation evoked 

nods of  shame and horror.

Oklahoma Klansmen received national Klan a t tent ion  

ear ly  in th e i r  campaign to clean bootleggers from the re-
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gion. I l l e g a l  whiskey was the object o f  most mob v io 

lence in Oklahoma and the Carrol l  case was an example of  

the attempt o f  the Klan to r id  the community of  the i l 

legal l iquor salesman.

Klansmen sought an alleged bootlegger named Joe 

Carroll  on a December night in 1922. Over one hundred 

Klansmen gathered from towns in Carter County in a pasture 

on the o u ts k ir ts  of Wilson, a town a short distance from 

Ardmore. They waited with ta r ,  feathers,  and whips for 

a raid on the Carroll  house. In nearby Healdton as J e f f  

Smith walked down a s t r e e t ,  two Ford coupes pulled along

side him. Masked men forced Smith to accompany them. One 

of the men was his brother John and they joined the others 

in the pasture. I t  was an impressive s ight.  Many autos 

were parked h e l te r  sk e l te r  throughout the pasture and men 

milled  about in the cold. Some of  them were putt ing on 

the white robes o f  the Klan, while  others examined th e i r  

r i f l e s  or loaded th e i r  p is to ls .  The headlights of  the 

coupes and sedans cast an eer ie  tw i l ig h t  over the cold 

ground, heightened with  the ghostly f igures moving in the 

shadows in t h e i r  robes.

An Ardmore pol ice  detect ive  appeared to be the 

leader of the band and to ld  J e f f  Smith that he would go 

to the door of the Carrol l  house and c a l l  the bootlegger 

to the door because Carro l l  knew Smith. The detect ive ,  

named C. G. Sims, and six to eight others, would then



102

seize Carroll  and take him to the pasture for punishment. 

One automobile went to the house w hi le  another passed 

down the d i r t  road from the house to discharge i ts  pas

sengers. They crept to the house and stood on e i th e r  

side of the door. The heavily-armed men motioned to Smith 

to c a l l  Carroll  to the outside. C a r r o l l 's  voice responded 

from inside that he was coming. He opened the door and 

started to step onto the porch, but sensed something was 

wrong and drew a p is to l  from his b e l t .

Smith scuff led with C a r ro l l ,  the gun discharged, 

and Smith f e l l  over with a wound in his leg. Carrol l  had 

received threatening le t te r s  warning him of d ire  conse

quences i f  he continued to make whiskey. He had been 

t ipped o f f  by a fr iend about th is  raid because the fr iend  

had seen the procession leave Ardmore.

The masked men at  the sides of the house f i r e d ,  

as others scuff led with Carrol l  on the porch. Wild shoot

ing commenced. Women and children inside the house 

screamed in f r ig h t  and men yelled  for more guns and am

munition. One o f  the masked men stood as tr id e  the pros

t r a te  body of  Carroll  on the porch and f i re d  b u l le ts  into  

his body. Mrs. Carroll  stepped to the doorway and f i re d  

into the melee with her husband's r i f l e .  The masked in 

truders f led  in haste in th e i r  two autos, ju s t  as C a r r o l l 's  

brother stepped from his neighboring house with his guns.

The Klansmen returned to the pasture with several
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wounded and two dying members o f  th e i r  party.  They aban

doned the body o f  one o f  th e i r  number, and took the other  

(John Smith) to the hospital in Ardmore. He, too, died 

short ly  o f  gunshot wounds. The following day, pol ice  o f 

f icers  "discovered" Sims' body in the pasture, clothed  

in a business su it  over which he wore khaki overa l ls .  

Nearby him was a blood-stained handkerchief, a khaki cap, 

and a black mask. His p is to l  scabbard was empty, and a 

heavily blood-stained robe lay near the corpse.&

The deaths caused an uproar. Anti-Klan residents 

of the county demanded that the Governor declare martial  

law and bring the perpetrators to ju s t ic e .  Residents of  

the county favorable to the Klan demanded that the ch ief  

executive declare mart ia l  law and prosecute the S h er i f f  

for boot legging.7 The Governor dispatched the s ta te 's  

Attorney General to investigate the a f f a i r  and short ly  

therea f te r  sixteen men in Ardmore, including some of the 

most prominent c i t i z e n s ,  were arrested. Eleven of  them 

were charged with k i l l i n g  C a r r o l l .  A year la te r  one of 

them, J e f f  Smith, went to t r i a l .  Prominent attorney 0. A. 

C a rg i l l  came from Oklahoma City  to defend Smith. The 

Grand Goblin dispatched his brother, J. S. Kimbro, and 

Dan Curtis to investigate the k i l l in g s .  They reported 

that the Ardmore Cyclops and his o f f ic e rs  had ordered a 

Klan "party" that intended to f log and tar  the bootlegger. 

The Oklahoma C ity  Klan Number One, under the pressure o f
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Grant Landon the Exalted Cyclops, donated $500 to the de

fense of the Ardmore Klansmen.

Prosecutors asked prospective jurors  i f  they were 

Klansmen, or were members of  the "C it izens '  Committee," 

which frequently used the pasture where Sims' body was 

located, or the "Layman's Club," or the local "Business 

Men's League," A hung ju r y  in two successive t r i a l s  of  

J e f f  Smith led to the dismissal o f  charges against the 

men arrested.^ As Grand Goblin, Kimbro admitted the Car

ro l l  whipping band orig inated in the Ardmore Klavern. The 

result  caused three deaths, the expenditure of  large sums 

o f  money for prosecution and defense, and embarrassed 

leaders of the Knights.

In th e i r  raid on the house of George Cole outside  

of Tulsa, local Klansmen were more successful in th e ir  

quest for a bootlegger. They coaxed Cole out of  the house 

in May, 1923, with a request for whiskey and once outside 

they seized him. Others quickly went into the house and 

seized his w ife .  Both were handcuffed and blindfolded.  

They were driven outside of town to a pasture near the 

schoolhouse of  Alsuma township. The pasture was called  

"the whipping pasture" a f t e r  i ts  regular use for punish

ment under the guidelines of the Broken Arrow Klavern.

The auto caravan stopped in the pasture, and the men hus

t led  th e i r  prisoners into the night.  The blindfo lds were 

removed and the man and woman were t ied  to a nearby tree .



105

They saw men both in and out o f  Klan costumes. Shortly  

more arr ived  and another prisoner was t ie d  to the tree  

with them. Cole was untied and the Klan attempted to 

force him to whip his w ife  for s e l l in g  whiskey. He re

fused and was t ied  again to the t ree .  The fourth to a r 

r ive  for punishment, a woman, was untied and forced to 

whip Mrs. Cole. A f te r  that the v ic t im  traded places with  

her whipper. The Klansmen f i n a l l y  la id  the lash onto the 

back of George Cole for making bootleg whiskey and beer. 

They told him never to mention the incident to anyone, 

and to leave the county immediately.9

The Alsuma pasture during the daytime was with in  

sight of the consolidated school building. The issue o f  

public schools was an explosive one and the Klan did not 

hes ita te  to enforce i ts  own code on anyone in te r fe r in g  

with i t .  J. S. Lawhorn, a reputable c i t i z e n  at Jenks, 

had c ircu la ted  a p e t i t io n  to investigate the school board, 

holding up payment o f  teachers' sa lar ies  and causing t u r 

moil in the school d i s t r i c t .  On the night o f  June k he 

emerged from church with his w ife  and chi ldren.  As they 

walked to th e i r  automobile in the pasture near the church, 

armed men drove up and approached Lawhorn. They scuffled  

and in the melee knocked his w ife  to the ground. F in a l ly  

his assailants got the upper hand when one of them shoved 

a revolver in his stomach and ye l led ,  "Be quiet damn you 

and walk or I ' l l  blow your guts out."
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His abductors forced him into a wait ing auto and 

placed a sack over his head. The man who had pointed him 

out to the mob walked into the crowd outside the church

to let  everyone see he was not involved in the f ig h t  and

the kidnaping. He then walked to his Ford coupe and

caught up with the captors who waited at the side of  the

lonely highway to the Alsuma Consolidated School. The 

men feared pursuit  and stopped twice in t h e i r  t r i p  to as

sure that they were not followed.

The leader of  the Broken Arrow whipping squad, 

dairyman Marshall T. Moore, e a r l i e r  in the day to ld  B. E. 

McLendon, the former School Superintendent of  the Alsuma 

School, to be at Anderson's farm pasture gate at nine o ' 

clock that night to open the gate for a whipping d e ta i l  

that had formed at Moore's house in Broken Arrow at four 

that afternoon. Moore to ld  McLendon that he would have 

an opportunity to even the score in his grudge with Law

horn over school disputes. The gate opened, the proces

sion stopped in the pasture. The men took Lawhorn from 

the car and replaced the sack over his head with a b l in d 

fo ld .  In the b r i e f  instant he was unhooded Lawhorn noticed  

the men hearest him had no masks, so he determined that  

they came from some nearby town and not from Jenks.

Two men handcuffed Lawhorn to a t ree .  His heart  

sank as they unbuckled his b e l t ,  pulled his trousers down, 

and tore his underwear. One man administered t h i r t y
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lashes, c a l l in g  Lawhorn "not f i t  to be ca l led  an American 

c i t iz e n "  and t e l l i n g  him "he d id n ' t  deserve the r ight  to 

send his children to a school paid for by public taxes."  

Much p ro fan ity  spiced the whippers' questions and comments. 

The inquis itors  asked Lawhorn i f  he did not make a mistake 

in passing around the p e t i t io n  that inflamed public  opinion 

in the town of  Jenks. When Lawhorn adamantly repl ied ,

"No," the whipper cursed him and gave him f i f te e n  more 

lashes. He leaned into the swings o f  the whip to give 

them added sting and they succeeded in th e i r  e f fe c t .  Asked 

again, Lawhorn responded, " i f  you say I d id, I d id ."  He 

promised to remove his name from the p e t i t io n  and to op

pose i t  in the future .  The men behind him to ld  him never 

to meddle in school a f f a i r s  again, espec ia l ly  in the up

coming e le c t ion ,  or he would die .  They to ld  him not to 

mention his punishment to anyone.

Lawhorn had at one time joined the Knights, but 

he had l e f t  the order over internal squabbles. A f te r  his 

lashing, he telephoned Minor Merriwether,  the Great Titan  

of the local Province, in his Beno Hall  headquarters. 

Lawhorn told him that he had every r ight  to stay involved 

in the coming Jenks school e lec t ion .  Merriwether replied  

that he ought to stay out o f  i t  or there would be "hell  

poppin' there ."  Later,  eight men including Moore and the 

Superintendent of the Alsuma Consolidated School were a r 

rested for the flogging. The Tulsa Klan attorney Wash
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Hudson defended them, and the case was dismissed for lack

of substantiat ing e v i d e n c e .

Another focus of  the Klan was the issue of  law 

v io la to rs  and the presence of  alleged criminal elements 

in the communities. An example o f  the ant i -cr im e drive  

o f  the local hooded v ig i la n te s  was the case o f  Homer Gris 

som in September, 1923. As he stepped from the entrance 

of Anadarko's undertaking parlor  on the night of the 

eighteenth, masked men seized Grissom. They t ied  him as 

others drove northward out o f  town to a point near the 

Riverside School. There the masked men t ied  Grissom's 

hands to a t re e ,  stripped him, and lashed his bare back. 

They asked him about the burning of goods in the warehouse 

of Elmer Gish, a local merchant. Grissom denied knowledge 

of the act.

They whipped him again. The masked men inquired 

once more, a f t e r  a th ird  lashing, and someone in the mob 

behind Grissom eagerly suggested, " l e t ' s  cut him." A fte r  

more unanswered questions, one of the mob members grabbed 

Grissom's t e s t ic le s ,  and said he was going to castrate  the 

captive unless he confessed. Grissom yelled that he had 

burned the warehouse. Another man asked i f  Elmer Gish 

had helped, and the prisoner agreed. The band ordered 

him to confess in a courtroom and take the court 's  punish

ment, and never mention that night in the pasture to any

one. They would f i x  him for good i f  he doublecrossed
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them. A man took o f f  his b l ind fo ld  and Grissom strained  

his neck to look over his shoulder at the assemblage. He 

saw f i f te e n  to twenty figures robed in white in a s i le n t  

procession leaving the pasture.

Residents of Tulsa resented the fact  that S. K. 

Lesky, a real estate  dealer,  made bonds for criminals and 

bootleggers in th e i r  c i t y .  In July, 1922, some of the 

c i t izen s  of  that  c i t y  decided they should do th e i r  part  

for law enforcement. Masked men seized Lesky from his 

home and tarred and feathered him on the outsk ir ts  of  

town. They placed him in an automobile and drove him 

back into the town where they dumped him at the intersec

tion of Third and Main streets as a warning to others who 

might th ink favorably about posting bond for  hijackers and 

whiskey m a k e r s . M e m b e r s  o f  the masked mob wanted i t  

well known that Tulsa was an unhealthy climate for the 

criminal element.

I t  was easy for a Klansman to use his hood for a 

vendetta i f  the local Cyclops did not examine his reason 

for his request for a whipping squad. A Captain Graves 

of one of  the Shawnee In te l l ig e nc e  Squads to ld  Captain Ray 

Montgomery to accompany him to beat an alleged bootlegger 

and pimp. Montgomery went with Graves and they severely  

beat the v ic t im  for his alleged misdeeds, despite the fact  

that he accused Graves of  harassing him for personal rea

sons u n t i l  Grave's blows silenced him. The Exalted Cyclops
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of the Shawnee Klan appointed Montgomery to investigate  

the suspicions he had concerning the matter. Captain 

Montgomery discovered that the v ict im owed Graves $20 

and had received threatening Klan le t te rs  from Graves 

p r io r  to the whipping. The Exalted Cyclops did nothing 

when Montgomery informed him about the vendetta. He mere

ly shrugged and commented that the v ict im  probably deserved 

i t  anyway.

On another occasion the Klan made a mistake, but 

whipped th e ir  captor despite his plea that they had the 

wrong man. Following a Klan meeting in Beggs, Klansmen 

f i le d  out of th e i r  meeting h a l l .  Some of them went to a 

nearby church to donate a small amount of  money to the 

pastor, and others prepared the automobile procession 

which led out o f  town. The last carload o f  Klansmen, 

robed in black, turned around suddenly. They stopped 

alongside Norman Chesher. A man leaped from the car and 

struck Chesher on the head. The dazed man was thrown into 

the auto and i t  rejoined the caravan. They went to Mounds. 

Once there, f i f te e n  to twenty f u l l y  robed Klansmen in white  

stood s i l e n t ly  while those in black regalia  whipped Chesher 

twenty-f ive  times with a harness tug. They to ld  Chesher 

he was flogged for gambling, for not supporting his widowed 

mother, for sh ift lessness,  for carrying a gun, and for s e l l 

ing whiskey. Chesher protested that his mother had died 

when he was three years old, that  he never carr ied  a gun.



n i

and he never bought nor sold whiskey. One o f  the mob re

p l ie d ,  "Well ,  w e ' l l  whip you on general p r in c ip le s ,"  and 

applied the lash again.

The reputation of the Tulsa Klan for violence le f t  

the organization open to charges that i t  performed acts 

against Tulsans which Klansmen had a hard time denying. 

Others found i t  increasingly easy to borrow Klan methods 

to commit personal acts of crime and cause the blame to 

f a l l  upon the hooded Knights. One case w i l l  i l l u s t r a t e  

th is .  A black named John H. Smitherman walked down a 

Tulsa s tree t  in March, 1922. A white band approached 

Smitherman. One said they were law o f f ic e rs  and he hand

cuffed the Negro. They then threw him into the back seat 

of a wait ing automobile. Others in the car were masked. 

During the ride out of town, the whites kicked and beat 

Smitherman. Once in the cow pasture, the d r ive r  stopped 

the veh ic le  and the men pulled Smitherman from the auto 

and handcuffed him to a nearby tree .  They lashed him 

fo r ty  times for a l leg ed ly  insult ing  a white woman. He 

repeatedly denied the accusation. Then, his floggers ac

cused him of  reg is ter ing  blacks as Democrats to oppose 

the current municipal regime. The man holding the whip, 

Edgar Canby, sp it  into Smitherman‘ s face and the l a t t e r  

kicked out at him. Angered, Canby held a p is to l  to his 

v ic t im 's  head and threatened to k i l l  him on the spot for  

his "disrespect."  An e ld e r ly  member o f  the mob persuaded
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Canby not to k i l l  the captive.  In a rage Canby took out 

of a pocket his pocket kn ife  and cut o f f  the top o f  the 

black 's ear and t r ie d  to force him to eat i t ,  y e l l in g ,

"You 'l l  be a marked mother  er the balance of  your

l i f e . "  The masked men to ld  Smitherman to leave Tulsa 

County forever or his fa te  was assured. The white mob 

then returned to th e i r  autos and l e f t  the pasture while  

one o f  th e i r  number released Smitherman from the tree .

They l e f t  him in the pasture marked, bleeding, and swollen. 

Smitherman returned to Tulsa and blacks in the c i t y  as

sumed that the Klan had done the m u t i la t io n .

Whites in the area spoke against the deed and the 

leaders o f  the Tulsa Klan made hasty inquir ies  about the 

incident among klavern members to determine i f  there was 

any t ru th  to the rumors. Finding no Klan involvement as 

an organized group, the Klan leaders telephoned a local 

p r in te r  and told him to p r in t  up handbills for posting 

about Tulsa. They announced that the Tulsa Klan had noth

ing to do with  the m uti la t ion  of  Smitherman and was ear

nestly  assist ing law enforcement personnel to apprehend 

the masked men who abducted the Negro and muti la ted him. 

That was the last  heard o f  the case.^^

Despite the o f f i c i a l  denials there remained a 

l ingering doubt in the minds of  many about the involve

ment o f  the Klan in the incident.  The use o f  the white  

hood too ea s i ly  concealed anyone under i t ,  and Tulsans
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hid behind the handkerchief mask and assaulted th e i r  

neighbors knowing the blame would f a l l  on the Klan. The 

disguise of the klavern became the mask in the pasture 

because the secrecy Involved In both was too great a 

temptation for those who p lo tted  m i s d e e d s . T h e  stigma 

o f secrecy attached to the Klan haunted the organization  

throughout the years of  violence In Oklahoma and the de

n ia ls  of  leaders of the In v is ib le  Empire could not abolish  

the doubts that persisted concerning violence by the 

Knights. Shortly a f te r  the outbreak of violence In Okla

homa in 1921, some Oklahomans referred to the Klansmen 

not as Knights o f  the Ku Klux, but as Knights of  the 

Knout.

Frequently the Klan whipping squad worked In con

junction with local law o f f ic e rs  who would arrest  a victim  

and ensure that he was disarmed and vulnerable before the 

mob abducted him for punishment. The object o f  the Klan's 

I re  was held In j a i l  for a short time and then released 

a f te r  darkness to a wait ing mob. Off icers went to the 

house of Myrtle and Leslie  Goolsby, seven miles outside  

o f  Broken Arrow, arrested the p a i r ,  and transported them 

to the Broken Arrow j a i l  on July 29, 1922. Around eight  

o'c lock that night the o f f ic e rs  placed them in a car,  

ostensibly to t ravel  to a Tulsa j a i l .  About half-way  

along th e ir  route the o f f ic e rs  stopped th e i r  automobile 

on the highway and signaled with th e i r  headlights. A mob
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appeared and seized the Goolsbys. The stopping point was 

a Klan rendezvous.

The pair  symbolized another o f  the concerns o f  the 

Klan. The hooded organization enforced local m oral i ty  and 

was espec ia l ly  enraged when members discovered pairs break

ing the moral code out o f  wedlock. The " fast and loose 

female" was another target in the Klan campaign to clean 

up the o i l  towns. The leaders of the Klan took th e ir  

B ib l ica l  admonitions against immorality seriously and im

pressed upon th e i r  communities the necessity for moral 

behavior, through the lash i f  necessary.

The Goolsbys were Indians, l iv ing  together but not 

married at the time as they la te r  would be. She was Mrs. 

Myrtle Smith and her husband had l e f t  her sometime before. 

The Klansmen accused the two of immoral l iv in g .  They de

nied the charge saying they were in love and would be 

married as soon as they could arrange for a divorce for  

the woman. The men took them to the Alsuma pasture and 

lashed her ten times u n t i l  she fa in ted .  The man received 

nineteen lashes and the mob told him to leave the county 

for good. The men transported the p a ir  back to the v i c i n i 

ty of  thei r home and released them.

The Broken Arrow constable who f i r s t  arrested them 

suffered an aching conscience about the incident. Before 

the m i l i t a r y  court au th o r i t ie s  in Tulsa the next year un

der martial  law he confessed to the a r re s t ,  the whipping.
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and to membership in the Klan. He pleaded g u i l ty  to a 

charge of r io t  and received a two-year sentence in the 

sta te  p en ite n t ia ry .  He named seven other men as members 

o f  the whipping party ,  some o f  them Klansmen. Marshall 

Moore was among the men singled out in the man's descrip

tion of  the n ig h t 's  flogging. An investigation into the 

a f f a i r  revealed to Klan leaders that the organization was 

not o f f i c i a l l y  involved in i t ,  although Klansmen had par

t ic ip a ted  but only as indiv iduals .^^

In enforcing the moral code in the community Shaw

nee Klansmen were less restrained in th e i r  applicat ion of  

punishment of immorality. The more shocking the crime 

the more shocking the punishment. A f te r  a Shawnee court 

acquitted a local man o f  incest with his daughter in a 

Klan-inst igated  act ion ,  the Shawnee Klan Number Eight 

took matters into i ts  own hands. They seized the fa ther ,  

took him outside o f  town, and, despite his begging for  

mercy, castrated him. The daughter was informed that she 

was vindicated.^^

The Klan also opposed the ag i ta t io n  of Socia l is ts  

and union organizers in Oklahoma. Any opposition to 

propertied interests or suggestion of animosity toward 

capita lism brought the Klan's in terest  to a peak. Violence 

against the Internat ional  Workers o f  the World and radical  

farm and labor groups was rare,  but i t  did take place in 

the s ta te .  I t  was one of  the legacies o f  the war years
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and the heightened emotionalism o f  that period. One Grand 

Goblin summed up the Klan's a t t i tu d e  toward s o c ia l is t ic  

elements in society when he answered to a question about 

the Knights' response to the Bolshevik menace, saying the 

Klan "forms a ring o f  steel to t h r o t t l e  a red volcano's 

edge and protect our homes, our l iv e s ,  our people and our 

nat ion 's  future from a wave o f  he l l ."^®

The Klan in the Oklahoma Realm stood ready to 

"combat the movement to t r a i l  the American f lag  in the 

dust" under the guise of  radical labor a g i t a t i o n . K l a n s 

men believed that the hated slacker and war re s is te r  during 

the war was the radical a g i ta to r  a f t e r  the war. Klansmen 

wanted to insure that there was no room in America " fo r  

the wavers o f  the red f lag" who wanted to tear down the 

government.20 In Atoka and Bald Knob in ea r ly  1923, the 

Klan beat a Farm Labor Union organizer.  Delegates to the 

Industr ia l  Workers' Union convention held in Bald Knob in 

mid-year were harassed. Klansmen searched them, threatened 

them, and drove them from the town. In other counties the 

Klan organized p a r t ly  to counter the success o f  the farm 

labor unions in the rural counties, but the members o f  the 

Klan did not attempt violence for re t r ib u t io n  or persua

sion. The end result  was the creation of two opposing 

camps in counties in which businessmen and townspeople 

jo ined the Klan, while  farmers jo ined the farm labor union. 

The contest continued through the Twenties as depressed
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farm prices pers isted,  although the struggle never de-
O 1

generated into vio lence. The presence o f  agrarian ra d i 

cals merely served as a stimulus to keep awake the fee l ing  

among Klan members that they must f u l f i l l  th e i r  p a t r io t ic  

duty as bulwarks against the Red Tide.

The wartime emotionalism carr ied  into other areas 

of the Klan's program. Anti-German sentiment continued 

well into the 1920s and needed only a small spark to evoke 

a v io len t  Klan reaction. Members o f  a crusade against  

what they termed anti-American elements in society needed 

l i t t l e  goading to react fo rc e fu l ly  to any l ingering ves

tiges of  hate for the Hun in the s ta te .  Evidence o f  pa

ternal neglect or abuse o f  family members was a l l  that  

was needed to bring forth a v io len t  reaction when coupled 

w i th German i sm.

In October, 1922, the secretary o f  the Broken Ar

row Klavern announced in a meeting that some members of  

the lodge ought to take Ben Wagner, a German-American 

farmer, out and teach him some manners because he had a 

German-language Bible in his home and had refused to use 

the scriptures in English version. A Broken Arrow Deputy 

S h e r i f f  and dairyman named Marshall Moore referred to the 

fact that he had a whipping strap and would lend i t  for 

the purpose at hand. The Cyclops agreed that the farmer 

would have to be the subject o f  a "par ty ,"  and plans were 

made for the punishment.
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Several men ca l led  Wagner from his home on the 

night o f  October 28 on the pretext  o f  discussing farming 

business. Once outside the house the men seized him and 

took him to a remote portion of his farm. Twenty men in 

f u l l  Klan regal ia  awaited the pr isoner 's  a r r i v a l .  They 

threw a white sack over his head, t ied  him to a t ree ,  and 

beat him, t e l l i n g  Wagner that he should not have torn up 

the English-language Bible he once owned and that he would 

stop mistreating his w ife  and eight children. The white  

robed figures then untied Wagner's hands and in a ghostly 

procession disappeared into the n ig h t .22

Hearing o f  the incident,  the Great Titan o f  Dis

t r i c t  Number Three o f  the Oklahoma Realm, R. L. Jerden, 

investigated and revoked the charter of the Broken Arrow 

Klan lodge for the whipping.^3 | t  was the f i r s t  time that  

such action occurred in the sta te  Klan organization and 

i t  caused widespread in terest  among Klan c i r c le s .  Jerden 

pointed out to Klansmen that the use of regalia  outside 

the lodge hal l  gave the order a bad name and was fo rb id 

den. O f f i c i a l l y  the organization stood for the s t r ic te s t  

enforcement o f  the law as was possible and that included 

the punishment o f  masked outrages.

Later the next year under the pressure o f  martial  

law in Tulsa County, three Klansmen confessed to the in c i 

dent, implicating Marshall Moore and seven others who were 

indicted. Ten days a f te r  the f i r s t  imposition o f  martial
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law on Tulsa, Grover Sikes, a lease foreman for A t la n t ic  

Petroleum Company near Broken Arrow, Ben Sikes, a s ta 

t ionery  engineer, and Earl Sack, a farmer near the same 

town, confessed to the whipping and to Klan membership. 

Their forty-minute t r i a l  set a local record for s w i f t 

ness in courtroom proceedings. The defending attorneys  

for the three were local leaders in the anti -K lan move

ment, and one of them was the law partner of  an attorney  

who aided the defense of  the Governor la te r  that same
nj.

year when he faced impeachment by Klan leg is la tors .^^

The three repentant Klansmen received two-year sentences 

each in the state pen iten t ia ry  in McAlester for the f lo g 

ging. These were the f i r s t  Klan confessions to whippings 

in the state and the f i r s t  Klan convictions in the nation.  

These convictions were to be one of  the few instances of  

legal due process in Oklahoma in the attempt by government 

o f f i c i a l s  to purge the Klan menace.

Narcotics was another concern for v ig i la n te s  in 

the s ta te .  The newspapers gave coverage to campaigns of  

women's groups to clean narcotics from communities and 

i t  was natural that violence would be the method to t ry  

and drive out the drug problem. One mob e f f o r t  to punish 

a dope peddler in Tulsa resulted in the imposition of  mar

t i a l  law on that c i t y ,  i ts  subsequent spread to the rest  

of the s ta te ,  and the impeachment of  the Governor in his 

war on the Klan. The p u b l ic i ty  over the incident embar
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rassed the Knights and opened the organization to in v e s t i 

gation and to charges of  re sp o n s ib i l i ty  for a l l  o f  the 

masked outrages in the s ta te .  Because o f  the secrecy sur

rounding the organization, the Klan was the v ic t im  of  

growing recrimination.

Nathan Hantaman acquired his drug addiction l ik e  

so many others in a government re h a b i l i ta t io n  hospital  

during and a f t e r  World War I .  He l e f t  the hospital with  

his habit and turned to dope peddling for a l ive l ihood.

Once in Oklahoma, he established a dope smuggling ring 

between Mexico and the s ta te ,  sett ing up his headquarters 

in Tulsa in his w i fe 's  rooming house, ca l led  the Colorado 

Rooms, and in Oklahoma City  in a small rooming house near 

the Lee Huckins Hotel.  One evening several men came to 

the Tulsa rooms seeking Hantaman. Hantaman's w ife  had 

heard rumors that someone was out "to get" her husband 

because of  his dope dealing. The men that night seemed 

threatening so she ran them o f f  with a p is to l .^ ^

Tulsa Police Captain Ned G r i t ts  arrested Hantaman 

on the evening o f  August 10, 1923, on a charge o f  vagrancy. 

Owasso and Tulsa Klansmen were involved in planning the 

a r r e s t . 27 Around eight o 'c lock in the evening the police  

released Hantaman near the stat ion house. A car pulled  

alongside him, a man leapt out,  h i t  Hantaman over the 

head, and several others shoved the dazed man into the 

automobile. Hantaman's head was quickly covered with a
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sack. His abductors manacled and beat him. The auto 

halted ,  the men jerked Hantaman from i t  and dragged him 

to a wait ing  t ree .  He begged for mercy and protested  

his innocence o f  any wrongdoing. The men placed his mana

cled hands over the limb o f  the t re e  and t ied  them. They 

tore o f f  his pants and underwear. The men used a black-  

snake whip for the f i r s t  lashing. They questioned him 

about dope peddling, bootleg operations in Tulsa, and 

about his w i fe 's  boarding house and the residents in i t .  

They whipped him f i f t y  lashes during the f i r s t  series of  

questions. For the second series o f  floggings the men 

used a K la n - l ik e  whipping strap. The lashings went on.

He passed out and was revived for more to r tu re .  F in a l ly  

the men untied him and he slumped to the ground. The 

wire attached to the end o f  the strap used on him had 

s p l i t  his penis and he bled profusely from the waist down. 

The men delivered him to a Tulsa hospital in serious con

d i t io n .

A f te r  treatment in the emergency room, fr iends  

drove Hantaman to the sta te  cap ita l  where his interview  

with sta te  o f f i c i a l s  and the g r is ly  sight of  his wounds 

led to the declarat ion of mart ia l  law over the c i t y  of  

Tulsa. During the following six weeks in August and 

September, 1923, four admitted Klansmen confessed to f lo g 

ging and they received the f i r s t  lashing sentences in the 

nation in the postwar period. The Great Titan and the
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Grand Dragon o f  the Klan were b r i e f l y  arrested and charged 

with r io t in g ,  th i r ty -o n e  admitted Klansmen in a l l  in the 

Tulsa v i c i n i t y  were charged with r io t in g  and night r id ing  

assaults,  and the Grand Dragon announced that a l l  masked 

parades and meetings were temporarily banned u n t i l  the 

problems o f  the mart ia l  law era could be s o l v e d . ^8 The 

Klan withdrew from the public l im elight  for a short time 

to r a l l y  for the decisive struggle w ith in  the sta te  le g is 

la ture  over the impending impeachment of  the ch ie f  execu

t iv e  o f  the s ta te .

Klan members and leaders were embarrassed at the 

revelations about v ig i la n te  violence in the Sooner State  

and smarted under attacks upon the organization that  

cal led  th e i r  members "dead rebels come back from Hell"  

and w o r s e . E v e n  the Imperial headquarters f e l t  com

pelled to enter the contest in Oklahoma to restore the 

law-abiding name o f  the hooded f r a t e r n i t y .  One hundred 

and t h i r t y - e ig h t  s ta te  Klan leaders gathered in Oklahoma 

City  and agreed on a d e f in i t e  program for  law observance, 

and the Grand Dragon pledged to revoke the charter of any 

local Klan found g u i l ty  o f  night r id ing .  "There is to be 

no d irec t  action whatever," he announced to the assemblage.^0 

S t i l l  l a t e r ,  the sta te  leader of  the Klan said th a t ,  in 

answer to the charges of  outlawry and violence against the 

order,  i t  would build  a hospital to cost one m i l l io n  d o l 

lars for the benef i t  o f  Oklahomans.31
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In sp ite  o f  th e i r  best e f fo r ts  to mend the public  

image Klansmen were saddled with the appearance o f  a 

white-capping order in the Sooner State--an image they 

could never r id  themselves o f  in the years to come. Be

cause o f  the order 's  insistence upon the retention of  

th e i r  masks even in the aftermath o f  the impeachment that  

ca l led  for unmasking, many people concluded that the organ

izat ion hid behind the hood and the mask for ev i l  and not 

for  good purposes. The temptation for ev i l  behind the 

security  of the mask proved too strong for many o f  th e ir  

fel low residents in the state  and the Klan took the brunt 

of the c r i t ic is m .  Klan membership ro l ls  increased but the 

image of the organization continued to decline. Older mem

bers who had helped establish the order in the s ta te  shook 

th e i r  heads in dismay at the wholesale recru it ing  drive  

and attended meetings of  the Klan less and less. They be

lieved that newer and less desirable members managed the 

a f fa i  rs of the group and shoved the older members to the 

side l ines .  Less desirable  members brought more potentia l  

for  night r id ing into the organization. Klan connections 

to v io le n t  outbursts in Oklahoma continued despite the e f 

forts  o f  the leadership to prevent them. The admonitions 

against violence could not overcome the h is tory  o f  v i g i -  

lantism in the s ta te  and the desire for swift  re tr ibu t io n  

of wrongs.

Most o f  the violence in Oklahoma in the years
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a f t e r  statehood did not Involve the Knights at a l l .  Most 

convulsions with in  the s ta te  continued to involve neigh

bors attacking neighbors. The t ra d i t io n  o f  violence  

lingered long a f t e r  statehood and the end o f  the f ro n t ie r .  

The sting o f  the lash was ju s t  as painful without regard 

to the a t t i r e  of  the whippers. More violence involved 

residents o f  the state  who were not members of the Knights 

than people in that order. Although the period of  greatest  

numbers o f  acts o f  violence coincided with the r ise and 

f a l l  of the Klan in the s ta te ,  Oklahomans continued th e ir  

long h istory o f  v io lent  outbursts which took place before 

the a r r iv a l  of the Klan and would continue long a f te r  the 

disappearance of that organization.

Many of  the people who beat th e ir  fellow residents 

belonged to the Klan but acted as individuals and not as 

members. Men in the Tulsa pol ice force and s h e r i f f ' s  de

partment in the 1920s were Klan members, and Klansmen par

t ic ip a te d  in the violence o f  the Tulsa region. They usu

a l l y  acted as individuals and not as members of a Klan- 

sponsored whipping party.

Police o f f i c i a l s  did not look into cases of f lo g 

gings in the county because they knew when a fellow o f f i 

cer from th e ir  station was involved or heard about a 

klavern-sponsored "party" and did not wish to embarrass 

the force or the Klansmen with an investigation. Many of  

those implicated in mob violence spent much time at the
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stat ion house as so-called special deputies with no v i s i 

b le d u t ie s .32 In cases o f  Klan violence or th e i r  fellow  

o f f ic e r s '  implication in an assault ,  the law enforcement 

agents could pressure potentia l  witnesses against th e i r  

fel low o f f ic e rs  in the few cases that came to court in 

volving masked mobs.

Sometimes the police merely observed v ig i la n te  

action without d i r e c t ly  p a r t ic ip a t in g .  One of these in 

cidents took place on the night o f  May 26, 1922, when some 

county residents attacked several houses a l leged ly  used 

for  bootlegging purposes. R. G. Cook awoke suddenly to 

the sound o f  automatic r i f l e  f i r e  ripping through his 

house. I t  was about two in the morning. Seven to eight  

men surrounded the house. Cook observed from the corner 

bedroom window. One o f  the men f i re d  into the windows 

and doors o f  his house, shattering windows and shooting 

out the bulbs o f  lamps inside the structure.  When Cook 

stepped from the front door he saw that the f igures moving 

in the shadows outside wore old so ld iers '  fat igues.  Two 

o f  the men held him prisoner at gunpoint in the yard. 

Others joined the shooting into the house as a man yelled  

for others to come outside. A lone woman's voice cried  

that she was concerned for her chiIdren and the man opened 

f i r e  again on the house. A f te r  a short pause in the gun

f i r e ,  Jake Morrow and his w ife  emerged from the house.

The men allowed the children to remain indoors. One of
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the men came up to Jake Morrow in the yard and cursed him, 

then started to s t r ik e  him with the butt o f  his gun. His 

w ife  screamed and the man grabbed her saying, "Shut up or 

I ' l l  stomp you."

The men with the weapons began to shoot into the 

neighboring house that belonged to Floyd (F. C.) Cook.

They entered a th i rd  house and marched the occupants out

side. The figures then searched Cook's house, taking money 

and guns. Then they p i led  the mattresses and other flam- 

mables in the center of  the structure and set f i r e  to the 

house. From the blaze they then systematical ly  beat a l l  

o f  the men in the yard and one of the men struck Mrs. 

Morrow, who was eight months' pregnant. The p is to l  whip

ping led to the premature s t i l l b i r t h  of  her baby a few 

hours la te r .  The men in the fatigues l e f t  as suddenly as 

they a rr ived ,  departing quickly from the compound which 

they l e f t  looking l ik e  a b a t t l e f i e l d .  One glanced back 

to view th e i r  n ig h t 's  work and saw the forms lying in the 

d i r t  in front o f  the smoldering ruins of the Cook house.

The last burning timbers cast an ev i l  aura over the n ig h t 's  

action.

Phones rang in the Tulsa pol ice stat ion and the 

c a l le r  informed the au th o r i t ies  that there was gunfire  

near Bruner Station out the Sand Springs road. Two motor

cycle o f f ic e rs  l e f t  the station to investigate .  J. H. 

Damron, a Tulsa World reporter,  tagged along thinking he
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might get a human in te res t  story .  They drove toward 

Chelsea. A man with a f la s h l ig h t  stopped them about one 

and one-ha lf  blocks from the residences, one o f  which was 

almost in ashes. The o f f ic e rs  conferred for a time, then 

they turned around and returned to Tulsa. Three or four 

autos were parked around the area where the o f f ic e rs  had 

talked with two of  the men guarding the road. One of  them 

was Jake Hyde, whom the motorcycle o f f ic e rs  immediately 

recognized because he was one of the night hangers-on at  

the Tulsa po l ice  station as one o f  S h e r i f f  Robert Sanford's 

special deputies. The Cooks' pleas for an investigation  

into the a f f a i r  were ignored although the Tulsa police the 

next morning found a l icense p la te  at the scene and re

turned i t  to i t s  owner.33

Residents of Beggs had a s im ila r  punishment for  

the operator o f  a local hotel that the law o f f ic e rs  could 

never close because the owner managed to hide the gambling 

and the p ro s t i tu te s  when the a u th o r i t ie s  arr ived  for a raid.  

In August, 1922, a f te r  repeated attempts to close the Beggs 

Hotel and to curb the immorality in i t ,  townspeople took 

direc t  act ion. Twenty-five armed men wearing union cover

a l l s ,  black stocking masks, and white rags over th e i r  shoes 

descended on the bui ld ing .  S h e r i f f 's  deputies directed  

the curious around the town square to stand aside while  

the men did t h e i r  c iv ic  duty. The s h e r i f f  and his deputies 

watched the proceedings. The occupants o f  the hotel were
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herded into the frontyard of  the hotel and several were 

questioned. The masked men flogged several others. They 

gave f i f te e n  lashes to the hotel owner whom they accused 

o f being a pimp. Another man in the hotel was an inno

cent lodger, a t ra n s ien t ,  who asked to be allowed to leave 

quickly.  A th ird  man got seventeen lashes, while  a fourth 

received twenty-seven lashes. The masked men to ld  the ho

te l  owner he had only ten hours to get out of  town for  

good. The mob looted the hotel of valuables and formed 

a procession l ik e  stevedores on a wharf to pass along the 

fu rn i tu re  from the structure and to stack i t  in the town 

square. They then set f i r e  to i t  in the knowledge that  

they had immolated the one den of  in iq u i ty  in the communi

ty and that l i f e  in the town would then s e t t le  into a 

church-going p ie ty  that the town fathers preferred. The 

only regret among the masked men was that they had not 

found out who had tipped the hotel owner of  the raids pr ior  

to the a r r iv a l  of the au th o r i t ie s  over the past three years. 

The mob members had something special planned for that in-  

dividual

Wartime emotionalism ea s i ly  reappeared in the 1920s. 

During World War I the slacker or S oc ia l is t  a g i ta to r  who 

opposed the war e f f o r t  was the target for local b u l l ie s  as 

entertainment on a Saturday night.  One of the wartime 

dissenters remained in his town a f te r  the end of  the war 

and he regretted that decision. He complained, "I wasn't
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anything but a punchin'-bag for a couple o f  years [a f te r  

the war].  Ever' time the Ku Kluxers had a meetin' or 

when the town boys got drunk and d id n ' t  have anything else  

to do they'd come out and beat up on m e . "35

Even women part ic ip a ted  in the Oklahoma v ig i l a n t -  

ism. On one occasion women o f  the Klan from Oklahoma City  

l e f t  th e i r  klavern and donned flowing blue robes. They 

captured a s t i l l  four miles from the c i t y  under the watch

ful eye of th e i r  male counterparts.

A f in a l  source o f  f r i c t io n  and violence during the 

early  1920s was the clash between Klan and anti-K lan forces.  

Sections of  the Sooner State verged on c i v i l  war as both 

camps armed themselves for outbreaks o f  v i o l e n c e . 37 Okla

homans who opposed the Knights o f  the Ku Klux and feared 

i ts  hooded power could jo in  several organizations that  

sprouted in the reaction to v ig i la n te  force beginning in 

1 9 22 .

Tension between the two camps divided towns and 

counties in the Sooner State and threatened the region 

with c i v i l  violence among the contending forces. Boycotts 

of opposing businesses embittered re lat ions between the 

factions and in some counties, ant i -K lan  farmers through 

th e ir  anti -K lan organizations threatened to burn farmars 

out o f  th e ir  homes i f  they did not get o f f  the farms owned 

by Klansmen and stop paying rent to them. Klansmen pledged 

re ta l ia t io n  in kind. Five hundred Klansmen in the Shawnee
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lodge l istened to Exalted Cyclops J. A. Walker as he pro

posed a remedy for local ant i -Kluxers : "Gentlemen there

are four men of  this c i t y  that we have got to spank and 

we have got to spank hard . . . because they are members 

of  what is known as the Anti-Ku Klux Klan. . . ."38

The clash presented a t inderbox s i tuat ion  in the 

counties in the southeastern regions where large numbers 

of foreigners l ived.  They prepared to s t r ike  fo rce fu l ly  

at the n a t i v i s t  nemesis i f  i t  raised the p o s s i b i l i t y  of  

violence.  A spark was not long in coming, but the au thor i 

t ies  quickly calmed the s i tuat ion  before widespread f i g h t 

ing occurred and contained the outbreak to one murder.

An ex-deputy named Tom Boggus stepped from the theater in 

Spelter Ci ty,  a mining suburb of  Henryetta into a mob of  

masked men who f i red  on him. He returned the f i r e ,  wound

ing one of  his assa i lants ,  but was cut down in the gun

f i r e .  The day before Boggus had del ivered a f i e r y  speech 

to f i f t y  people in the county seat o f  Okmulgee at an a n t i -  

Klan r a l l y  as head of  the True Blue Americans. Two men 

implicated in an e a r l i e r  Klan whipping party were b r i e f l y  

detained but were freed short ly thereaf te r  from the murder 

c h a r g e s . T h e  leader o f  the Prague ant i -Klan organizat ion,  

Frank Mi les,  received several threatening le t t e r s  before 

his death from an unknown assai lant  on the night of  August 

31, 1923. The Governor dispatched two pr ivate  detectives  

to Lincoln County to invest igate but they found nothing
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to connect the Klan to the k i l l i n g .  They found very l i t 

t l e  at  a l l  because the death took place at night  and the 

clues l e f t  behind were few.^® The tumult over the impeach

ment o f  the Governor and the ban on masked parades across 

the s ta te  kept the s i tuat ion  from exploding into open con

f l i c t  between the Klan and the ant i -Klan fact ions.  The 

struggle was confined to the less v i s i b l e  arenas of the 

boycott,  the threatening l e t t e r ,  and the b a l lo t  box.



CHAPTER IV 

FOOTNOTES

W i t l e  for chapter comes from one of  the signs 

carr ied in a Klan parade through the st reets of  Woodward. 

Woodward News-Bu11 e t i n , July 7, 1922, p. 1.
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Weaver, "The Knights of  the K.K.K. in Wisconsin, Ohio, 

Indiana, and Michigan" (Ph. D. d is se r t a t io n .  Universi ty  

of Wisconsin, 1954), and in pamphlets in Women's K.K.K.  

Papers, Universi ty  of  Oklahoma Library.  Montgomery, Cap

tain o f  In te l l ige nc e Squad Number Three of  Shawnee Klan 

Number Eight,  t e s t i f i e d  about the black mask and the goon 

squads, reprinted in Walter Witcher,  The Reign of  Terror  

in Oklahoma (F t .  Worth: The Author, 1923), pp. 48-50.

The whipping strap descript ion is in Lawhorn's testimony 

of  his f logging.  Dai ly Oklahoman, September 22, 1923, p.

4. Descriptions of  the use o f  the black mask and the loan 

of  a squad to another d i s t r i c t  are in Charles McCloud, 

Testimony taken before the Committee on Impeachment. V , 

p. 2208; testimony of  Ned G r i t t s ,  Tulsa Pol ice Invest iga

t ion ,  September 7, 1923, State Archives, 4051, p. 19. El
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Reno's squad is in Montgomery's testimony reprinted in 

Witcher,  The Reign o f  T e r r o r , p. 26. At l an ta 's  instruc

t ion in violence is in Marion Monteval , The Klan Inside 

Out.

^Dai1V Oklahoman, throughout September, 1321, car 
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violence,  and Kimbro himself  describes the Houston cast ra 
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Stewart for f inding and arranging them for my use. The 

whipping pasture is described in Tulsa World, September 

15, 1923, pp. 1, 11.

 ̂*^Test i mony, State Archives, 4051; Dai ly Okl ahoman , 

September 23, 1923, p. 4; Tulsa World, August 19, 1923, 
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Z^Edi tor ia l ,  Nat ion, CXVIl (September 26, 1923),



136

p. 311; Chalmers, Hooded Americanism, p. 51.

Zacharies McCloud, Testimony taken before the Com

mi t tee on Impeachment, V, pp. 2207-2209; Tulsa World, 

August I k ,  1923, p. 1; testimony. State Archives,  4051.

Z^Testimony o f  Markham, Testimony taken before 

the Committee on Impeachment, V, p. 2188; Okmu1 gee Dai ly  
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^^Tu1 sa Wor1d , August 12, 1921, p. 4; Major Louis 
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CHAPTER V 

VIOLENCE EXAMINED

Knights of  the Ku Klux Klan did not invent v i o 

lence. Lawlessness took place in the same areas, and 

often involved the same people, who had perpetrated i t  

before the formation of  the Klan. The Knights formalized 

force,  made i t  respectable and part  o f  a holy crusade,  

and made i t  easier behind the robe and the mask with the 

assistance of  a network of  organized individuals to as

s is t  in night r iding.  In a new state possessing many a t 

t r ibutes of  the f r o n t i e r ,  violence remained part o f  the 

da i ly  experience of  many Oklahomans. Violence against  

one's fel low man was sometimes essential  to survival .

Many Oklahomans who joined the Klan's lawlessness in 1921- 

23 had par t ic ipated  in the violence of  the war period 

against slackers and Socia l is ts ,  in lynchings, or in racia  

confrontations in the ear ly  postwar period.  Some of  the 

Klansmen belonged to the strongarm squads o f  the wartime 

councils o f  defense. The unprecedented outbreak of  v io 

lence in Oklahoma in 1921 and the t ra in  o f  events a f t e r  

i t  l e f t  the image of  the Klan smeared with the blood of

139
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violence In the minds of  many Americans.

Invest igators disagreed on the number o f  whippings 

and mob acts in the state in the period from 1921 through 

1923. The Governor's p r ivate  secretary and a leader in 

the ant i -Klan f ight  in Oklahoma said that there were 2,500 

separate outrages in 1922 alone, according to the l e t t e r s ,  

telegrams, and phone ca l ls  the Governor's o f f i c e  received 

during the mart ial  law probes.^ Aldrich Blake said that  

Tulsa County averaged one f logging every night ,  and Okla- 

homa County averaged one per week through 1922. M i l i t a r y  

author i t i es  under the Governor's orders investigated  

eighty-s ix  whipping incidents and mob attacks.  General 

Baird Markham, in charge of  the Tulsa inquiry,  found s ix 

ty acts of  violence in 1922 and fo r t y  to f o r t y - f i v e  in 

1923 in that  county. The m i l i t a r y  o f f i c i a l s  did not in 

vest igate twenty addit ional  cases in 1923 because they 

lacked the time to examine them.^ They looked into over 

one hundred kidnapings in the county, o f  which e ighty -s ix  

involved corporal punishment.^ Other invest igators of  

Tulsa County violence speculated that  only the t ip  o f  the 

iceberg was discovered in the mart ial  law hearings, and 

placed the number o f  mob actions of  outrage higher,  per

haps three hundred for a two-year period in that county 

alone.5

A p r iva te  invest igator  who examined Tulsa acts ad

mitted that the exact number could never be known because
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o f  the ve i l  o f  secrecy that  covered the actions and the 

reluctance o f  vict ims to come forward. He told the leg is 

l a t i v e  invest igat ing committee that i t  was d i f f i c u l t  to 

remember the d e ta i l s  o f  towns, klaverns,  and violence  

"because there was so much of  that s tu f f "  going on in 

Oklahoma. ^

Despite the drawn out invest igat ions into violence  

across the s ta te,  many Oklahomans denied that  the mob ac

tion ever took place and laughed at the notion that the 

Klan could be involved. Some of  the skeptics were Klans

men and refused to bel ieve that t h e i r  organizat ion sanc

tioned brute force. W. R. Sampson, a Muskogee Klansman, 

told leg is la tors  tha t ,  "There is no h is tory or record of  

the Klan s ta r t ing  any trouble a n y w h e r e . " 7  Others were 

too busy impeaching the Governor whom they considered a 

far  worse threat  than men who dressed in shrouds and ca

vorted in cow pastures. Because the m i l i t a r y  court pro

ceedings were conducted in secret and the Governor almost 

immediately faced ouster,  the records of  the violence  

around the state remained locked in lawyers' safes or in 

dusty f i l e  drawers. Oklahomans could eas i ly  deny that

1,500 whippings occurred in t h e i r  state because of  the
o

fact  that information on them could not be found. S t i l l  

others would admit that  " f i v e  or six" f loggings took place 

but that the outcome was of  benef i t  to the community where 

the v ig i la ntes  took law enforcement into t h e i r  own hands.^
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Charles Dawes, the Vice President ia l  running mate

of  Calvin Coolidge in 1924, defended the Klan's work in

Oklahoma and I l l i n o i s . ^ ®  So did a Tulsa judge when pressed

for a response to the question about the v ig i lantes  in his

county. "1 don't  defend i t ,  o f  course, but from what I 'v e

seen I should say that the n ight - ra ide rs  averaged nearer

j u s t i c e  than the courts do. "  ̂  ̂ The night r iders claimed

that they cleaned the ev i l  elements from the o i l  boom

towns and turned the lawbreaker into a quiet  church-going

c i t i z e n  in the same way that  the wartime slacker became

a quiet  bond-buying resident o f  his community a f t e r  the

strongarm squad of  the council o f  defense v is i t e d  him.

A touch of  the lash proved an excel lent  cure for moral

la x i t y  or i r r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  in the opinion of  the members 
1 ')

of  the mobs.

The outbreak of  violence on a singular scale in 

the years of  1921 through 1923, coinciding with the a r 

r ival  and organizat ion of  the Knights, alarmed many in 

the nation to the threat  of  the order.  Explosions of  

disorder a l leged ly  involving the Klan scarred six states 

in the same period and aroused federal  interest  for mea

sures to curb lynchings and o u t r a g e s . O k l a h o m a  was a 

central  part  of  the debate over the Klan in those years.

The Klan surpassed the scandals o f  the Harding 

administrat ion,  the Bull Market,  Babbi t t , the youth rebe l 

l ion,  or the sexual revolution in the 1920s as a topic o f
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conversation. Stalwart  conservatives in the state re

sented the region's divergent rel ig ious groups, the ad

vocates of  c o l l e c t i v i s t  ideas of  government, d i f f e ren t  

economic and social  standards, and the rapid changes in 

the o i l  and mining centers which challenged the "old 

ways." Individuals used group violence to change be

havior as part  o f  the v ig i l a n t e  t ra d i t ion  in the 1920s 

u nt i l  other people demanded a ha l t  to disguises and v io 

lence. The emotionalism of  World War I and the use of  

force to insure local moral codes continued into the 

postwar decade. The Klan appealed to the individual who 

desired halcyon days. He feared people whom he id e n t i 

f ied  with un-American a c t i v i t y  o f  the war period. Klans

men believed that they were not aggressive because they 

defended the status quo. They f e l t  they held the high 

ground of  lo f t y  ideals against the common enemy. Klans

men only made counterattacks,  never f rontal  assaults,  they 

pointed out when confronted with evidence of  misdoings. 

They regarded alcohol as one of  the persistent  threats  

facing any community and the bootlegger was the primary 

target  of  the v i g i l a n t e  in Oklahoma. The Klan believed  

that  one of  i ts  greatest achievements was the const i tu-  

t i o n a l i z in g  of  mora l i ty  in the Prohibi t ion amendment 

taking demon rum from th e i r  neighbors. The Klansmen 

lashed out against what they considered the parasi te and 

the disloyal  who were undermining the foundations of  the
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community through crime, sedit ion ,  or l iquor and immorali

ty .  A strong organizat ion l i k e  the Knights could assist  

c i v ic  leaders and law o f f i c e r s  in bet ter ing th e i r  communi

ty and driving ev i l  from the county. I f  the members of  

the leading bodies in a town were a l l  Klansmen, then the 

l ines of  communication were even more open for the busi

ness at  hand. The order could serve as a p a t r i o t i c  and 

f ra terna l  body for a town, as a p o l i t i c a l  machine for the 

reform of  local p o l i t i c a l  morals, and as a night riding  

group for the enforcement o f  the local moral code. In 

some areas of  Oklahoma the order served a l l  three func

t ions simultaneously. The Klan offered something for most 

and in greater quant i ty  and with more mystery than other  

p a t r i o t i c  and f ra ternal  organizat ions.  The Klan's member

ship in Oklahoma rose rapidly and i t  quickly became a 

force to be reckoned with in the northeastern part  of  the 

state with i ts  ready use of  the lash.

The major i ty  of  incidents of  nocturnal violence 

in the state did not involve Klansmen as representatives  

of  th e i r  organizat ion.  Few of  the incidents of  1921-23 

involved men wearing masks and costumes of  white or black.  

Most violence did,  however, involve the use of  a mask to 

conceal the ident i ty  of  the at tackers.  Night riders  

through the Sooner State dictated community morals to 

th e i r  neighbors without resort ing to any one type or method 

to i n f l i c t  punishment. Of the known instances of  violence
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across the state (220) nearly one-fourth (53) involved no 

force at  a l l ,  merely the report o f  the Klan in the area 

or a v i s i t a t i o n  to a church with a d i rect  action threatened 

within the hearing of  the moral ly wayward. Only three 

known deaths resulted from night  r iding,  although the Gov

ernor announced that there were six Mer Rouge-type murders 

in the Oklahoma Realm. They were never proven or substan

t i a te d .  Two of  the three known deaths involved two Klans

men, in the raid on the Joe Carrol l  home near Wilson in 

la te 1921 for l iquor.  Twenty-four vict ims were beaten in 

mob act ion,  but the most f requent ly used method of  corpo

ra 1 punishment was the lash. One hundred and two captives  

were flogged in nocturnal act ion.  Three reports on v i g i -  

lantism pointed to the use of  the black hood and robe in 

the violence and eight reported the use of  Klan regal ia .  

Tar,  feathers,  the torch,  the lynching post,  and mut i la 

t ions were rare in the Oklahoma Realm o f  the Knights.

After  f loggings and beatings, threats were the th i rd  most 

frequent ly used method of  coercion. Because those are 

reported threats in the forms of  l e t te rs  and notes in o f 

f i c i a l  reports and because threats were often not reported 

that  category should be the prime one for use. I t  was 

easiest to issue a threat  rather than r isk the whipping 

party with the chance of  detection and conviction for i t .

Control o f  bootlegging was the usual excuse for  

night r iding because the authors of  the s ta te 's  const i tu-
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t ion made the s ta te  dry from i ts  inception.  Sixteen o f  

the recorded night r iding incidents involved bootlegging 

or whiskey a c t i v i t i e s  (see Table 1).  Promiscuity f o l 

lowed close ly  as a reason for violence with twelve i n c i 

dents. Criminal a c t i v i t y  with eight  occurrences of  force  

ranks a close t h i r d .  Nine Oklahomans f e l l  v ict im to mob 

act ion as part  o f  vendettas,  or for  reasons of  economics, 

such as an unpaid debt,  an order to se l l  property at  a 

loss, an unpaid mortgage, or personal greed for land.

These outbursts overlapped so that a kidnap vict im might 

face a lashing on a v a r i e ty  of  charges including bootleg

ging, promiscuity,  crime, gambling, vagrancy, and vocal 

opposition to the Klan (see Table 2) .  Tulsa County saw 

much of  the night r iding a c t i v i t y  with seventy-four i n c i 

dents. I t  experienced the largest number o f  white-capping  

acts,  not including the racial  warfare o f  1921.

Except for sketchy b i t s ,  information is una va i l 

able for f i rm conclusions about the frequency of  violence  

in other parts of  the s ta te .  Of the known incidents,  Col 

l i n s v i l l e  ranked second with th i r teen acts and Broken A r 

row ranked th i rd  with ten (see Table 3 ) .  Other centers  

o f  known mob violence disguised behind the mask include 

Shawnee, Okmulgee, Beggs, Skiatook, Enid, Dewar, Owasso, 

K e i fe r ,  and Sand Springs. Many of  the towns contained 

ac t ive  klaverns which held M i l i t a r y  Committees that  ea s i l y  

lent themselves to violence behind the hood and mask.
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TABLE 1 

REASONS FOR VIOLENCE

Types of  Number of
Offenses Outrages

Whiskey/bootlegging .....................................................  16

Immorality with the opposte sex ........................... 12

Economics ...........................................................................  5

Abuse/non-support o f  a family ...............................  4

Crime ....................................................................................  8

Personal grudge ..............................................................  4

Opposition to school o f f i c i a l s  ............................. 3

Racism ..................................................................................  3

Immoral l iv in g /w i fe - bea t in g  .................................... 2

Opposition to Klan ........................................................ 2

Being German .....................................................................  2

Unionizat ion/Radical ism ............................................  2

Narcotics t r a f f i c  ..........................................................  2

Gambling .............................................................................. 1

Discourtesy to a teacher ..........................................  1

Registering blacks ........................................................ 1

Note ; The tables covering violence here only cover the 
years 1921-24. The incidents are taken from newspapers; 
Testimony taken before the Committee on Impeachment, Ninth 
Legislature;  and the State Archives holdings on Tulsa Po
l i c e  Invest igat ion and Riot ,  fo lder  4051, and "Tulsa Riot  
Cases, Mar t ia l  Law," f i l e  4029-60, both of  which are in 
the Attorney General Cases papers.
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TABLE 1--Continued

Types of  Number of
Offenses Outrages

To extract  information ..............................................  1

For ta lk ing  too much ...................................................  1

Pimps/prost i tut ion .......................................................  0
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TABLE 2 

TYPES OF INCIDENTS

Types of
Incîdent Number

Floggings ...............   102

Reports of  masked action or threats ..............  21

Reports of  the Klan .................................................. 42

Reports of  Regalia .................................................... 8

Reports of  black hoods ........................................... 3

K i l l i ngs  ........................................................................... 2

Burnings of  buildings ..............................................  4

Burnings of  people ..................................................... 1

Mut i lat ion  .......................................................    2

Beatings ........................................................................... 24

Threats .............................................................................  7

Tarr ings/ feather ings ................................................  3

Castrations ....................................................................  1
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TABLE 3 

TOWNS AND VIOLENCE

Town Number

Tulsa ....................................................................................  37

Col 1i n s v i l i e  ......................  13

Broken Arrow ..................................................................... 10

Shawnee ................................................................................ 8

Okmu1gee-Spel t e r  Ci ty .................................................  7

Beggs ....................................................................................  6

Sand Springs ..................................................................... 4

Owasso .................................................................................. 4

Enid ......................................................................................  4

Dewa r ....................................................................................  4

Skiatook ....................................................................   4

Kei fer  .................................................................................. 3

Henryetta ...........................................................................  2

Atoka ....................................................................................  2

Sapulpa ................................................................................ 2

Richer .................................................................................. 1

Jenks ....................................................................................  2

Pryor ....................................................................................  1

Ho l l i s  .................................................................................. 1

Note ; From point o f  abduction of  the v ic t im.  Some are 
l is ted  more than once because of  dual f loggings or i n c i 
dents in a town.
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TABLE 3-~Cont ï nued

Town

Quay ................

Turley ........... .

Hominy ........... .

Anadarko . . . .  , 

Bart 1e s v ! l i e  ,

Lawton ........... .

Limestone Gap 

BarnsdaII . . . .

Coweta ........... .

Ba1d Knob . . .

Checotah .........

Oklahoma Ci ty

Sulphur ...........

Ardmore ...........

Cushing ...........

Number
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Several of  the communities were neighboring towns al lowing  

Klansmen and other night r iders to t rave l  to them for mis

deeds and then return to th e i r  own communities a f t e r  the i r  

mission was accomplished. Other urban centers in the state  

contained residents who did not hes i ta te  to enforce the 

local moral code with the lash and the tar  bucket without  

the assistance of  the Klan. Outraged c i t i zen s  frequently  

took legal re t r ibu t ion  into t h e i r  own hands. The other  

communities around the state did not undergo the intense 

invest igat ion that  Tulsa County experienced in 1923 that  

probed incidents there (see Table 4 ) .  The fewer instances 

of  reported violence in the remainder o f  the state only 

signi fy  the t ip  o f  the iceberg of  lawlessness in Oklahoma, 

most of  which was never reported for reasons of  humil ia

t ion or int imidat ion .

V igi lantes  struck out at th e i r  fel low white Pro

testants for the most par t .  Blacks, Indians, Roman Catho

l i c s ,  Jews, and al iens were only rare ly  the vict ims of  

direc t  act ion,  and then only for the addit ional  reason 

that they represented something else to t h e i r  attackers  

l ik e  a bootlegger or a cr imina l .  These categories re

ceived the largest  number of  threatening l e t t e r s  and notes.  

Some of  them were the objects o f  commercial boycotts that  

were harmful. Women were only rare ly  the vict ims of  mob 

assaults,  as were chi ldren.  Despite the prevalence of  

prost i tu tes  in the o i l  and mining camps, v ig i l a n te s  held
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TABLE k 

COUNTIES WITH INCIDENTS

County Number

Tulsa .................................................................................... 74

Okmulgee .............................................................................  20

Pottawatomie ....................................................................  8

Creek .................................................................................... 5

Gar f ie ld  .............................................................................  4

Atoka .................................................................................... 3

Murray  ........................................................................... 2

Oklahoma .............................................................................

Blaine .................................................................................

Carter .................................................................................

Washington ........................................................................

Comanche .............................................................................

Caddo ...................................................................................

Mayes ...................................................................................

Ha rmon .................................................................................

Pawnee .................................................................................

McIntosh .............................................................................

Osage ...................................................................................

Wagoner ...............................................................................

Payne ...................................................................................
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back and merely prodded au thor i t i es  to deport them to 

other states.  The whippers focused on white Protestants 

because they bel ieved that  in th e i r  crusade to save Ameri

ca th e i r  fel low c i t i zens  who were t r a i t o r s  to th e i r  holy 

cause had to be redeemed.

Urban Klansmen led the v i o l e n c e . K l a v e r n s  cen

tered in towns because towns contained the largest number 

of  potent ial  recru i ts ,  t-he largest bui ldings for gather

ings, the leading c a p i t a l i s t s  of  the county, and the lead

ing c i t i zens  resided there.  Town Klansmen, l ik e  those 

from Ardmore in the at tack on the bootlegger near Wilson 

in late 1921, journeyed into rural areas to f log those 

who transgressed the i r  nineteenth century moral code. As 

part  o f  the tension of  the 1920s the urban Klansman l e f t  

his c i t y  to s t r i k e  at  the rural  farmer-Socia 1is t  as part  

of the Knights' er rant ry .  Urban Klansmen also led the 

order 's a f f a i r s  in the Realm using th e i r  wider contacts 

and the more rapid communications systems of  the c i t i e s  

to keep in contact with the klaverns. I t  was no accident 

that the f i r s t  Kleagle stopped in the capital  to begin 

his campaign in the state.  i t  was also no accident that  

the Grand Dragon l ived in the s ta te 's  capi tal  closest to 

the l e g is la t i v e  and business heart of  the state.

City and town Klansmen drew on the leading c i t i 

zens of  a community and combined th e i r  membership with  

the middle-class in an e f f o r t  to clean up the o i l  boom
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camps. According to the av a i lab le  evidence on outrages,  

middle-class members, among them the deputies and mar

shals,  often led the violence.  Under the leadership of  

urban o f f i c i a l s  of  the klavern,  as In the Shawnee lodge, 

Knights ventured forth for t h e i r  nocturnal v ig i lance .

The c o n f l i c t  between the c i t y  Klansman and the country 

farmer-SocIa11st or between the c i t y  Klansman and the

rural  bootlegger on the outsk i r ts  o f  the c i t y  resembles

the constant co l l is ions  of  the r o t i f e r  and the parameclum 

In a drop of  pond water.  In constant motion, they con

t i n u a l l y  co l l i d e  without ac tua l ly  devouring the other so 

that they can go on c o l l i d in g  In the future.  I t  was a

symbiotic relat ionship In which each needed the other

for existence.  One gave meaning to the existence of  the 

other and each nourished his be l ie fs  In the necessity of  

his existence to combat the continuing menace of  his op

ponent. The Klansman and his opponent, whether I t  was a 

criminal  or a morally wayward Individual ,  were In constant  

struggle and contributed to the tension of  the 1920s In 

the s ta te .  In the process they contributed to the continu

at ion o f  f ron t i e r - type  violence In American s o c ie t y . 5̂

Violence persisted In Oklahoma long a f t e r  the t e r 

r i t o r y  achieved statehood, a status that normally Implied 

set t led  l i f e  and less violence than a f r o n t i e r  s i tuat ion .  

For many reasons Oklahomans maintained a f ro n t i e r  mental i ty  

toward violence long a f t e r  the physical f r o n t i e r  vanished
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under statehood, urbanizat ion,  and modernization. Every 

Western s ta te  went through a period o f  lawlessness, and 

a corresponding period of  mobocracy and v i g i l a n t e  move

ments for law and order,  the leading h is to r ic a l  example 

of  that  trend,  the San Francisco Committee on Vigi lance.  

Oklahoma's experience with the Klan violence f i t s  eas i ly  

into that  v i g i l a n t e  t r a d i t i o n .  Oklahomans did not hes i 

ta te  to white-cap for  local reform or to force th e i r  neigh

bors to change th e i r  behavior.

World War I l e f t  Oklahomans in a high emotional 

state.  War was the most important cause for the continual  

outbreak of  violence in the s ta te .  The f ight ing  in the 

Tulsa streets in the race war o f  1921 re-enacted the f i g h t 

ing in European v i l l a g e s  during the A l l i e d  of fensives of  

1918. The war taught many Oklahomans how to use weapons 

with great accuracy and to organize to k i l l  more e f f i 

c i e n t l y .  Organizations and t h e i r  members who enforced 

wartime conduct were re luctant  to turn the reins of  power 

over to a l i e n s ,  immigrants, corrupt p o l i t i c i a n s ,  c r im i 

nals,  or radicals in the postwar period.  Economic problems 

in the wake of  the struggle overseas aggravated the ten

sions. Many members of  the councils o f  defense in 1919 

carr ied th e i r  fervor into the Klan when i t  came to the 

state in 1920 and 1921.

Radicalism persisted in the depressed agr icu l tu ra l  

regions of  the s ta te  and among the o i l  f i e l d  and mining
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workers which caused alarm for c a p i t a l i s t s  and business

men in the towns and c i t i e s .  The tension between rural  

Socia l is t  and urban Klansman needed l i t t l e  provocation 

for violence,  whether from the Klan or from an ant i -Klan  

group. Usually the r i v a l r y  was confined to the ba l lo t  

box. High mortgage rates,  high interest  charges, and 

loan shark pract ices in the county seats of  the region 

contributed to the animosity.  The high tenancy rate in 

the state and depressed prices for farm products drove 

many farmers into tenant and renters'  unions. About the 

same time that  Kleagles entered the state for propagation 

of the Klan, L. N. Sheldon, a North Dakota organizer of  

the Farmer-Labor Reconstruction League, came to Oklahoma. 

He interested John Simpson of  the Farmers' Union in his 

cause and they in turn made great headway among Oklahoma's 

poor on the farm and in the factory.  The postwar decl ine  

in farm prices only aided the radicals in th e i r  recrui t ing  

and further  alarmed conservatives who r idiculed Socia l ists  

in the postwar period for the i r  opposition to the war.

The potent ia l  for violence between the two factions grew 

each year. Economic troubles and radical ism rose hand in 

hand.^ ^

The persistence o f  an t i -m ino r i ty  fee l ing  among 

the old stock residents o f  the region contributed to the 

I l l - w i l l  in Oklahoma that  evolved into violence.  Okla

homans of  German extract ion were suspects from the war
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period.  Al iens in the coal mines or the o i l  f ie lds  were 

mistreated and contributed to the persistent  demand from 

Oklahomans for immigration r e s t r i c t io n .  The minor i t ies  

in th e i r  turn resented the animosity,  and that increased 

the tension in the s ta te.  The Protestant believed that  

his re l ig ion  was under assault  from al ien  importations 

from Europe in the form of  Roman Catholics and Jews, or 

from anyone who did not pract ice the old- t ime Protestant  

re l ig ion .  The Klansman was on his guard against the al ien  

inf luence in his community and a c t iv e ly  protected the 

pur i ty  of  One Hundred Percent Americanism in the face of  

the threats he perceived.

The bonanza cl imate in the mine and o i l  regions 

of Oklahoma contributed to lawlessness in the state a f te r  

the war. Quick wealth and loose money drew disreputable  

characters to the camps and the towns. The church-going 

Klansman was h o r r i f i e d  at the spectacle before him of  

l icentiousness in his area. He believed that i t  was un

safe for his wi fe  and chi ldren to t ravel  the roads w i t h 

out insul t .  Knights struck out against vice and crime in 

an e f f o r t  to reform the moral cl imate.  Promiscuity and 

the l iquor t r a f f i c  were the targets,  as well  as the cor

rupt s h e r i f f  and p o l i t i c i a n  who allowed the immorality to 

continue. The Klansman wanted to reform his local com

munity to clean up the crime and moral l a x i t y ,  and to 

pur i fy  his county. He did that through enforcement of
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his own moral code on his town. The d ic ta t ion  of  moral i ty  

in his region was his most important mission. Persuasion 

by warning was often a l l  that  was needed to correct way

ward behavior,  but some members of  the M i l i t a r y  Committee 

of the klavern were w i l l i n g  to use the lash i f  necessary 

to enforce the local moral code. The robe proved a tempt

ing disguise for v i g i l a n te s .

Other reasons for the tenac i ty  o f  violence in Okla

homa include the fact  that Oklahoma inheri ted a f ron t i e r  

heri tage of  individual ism which eas i ly  turned into a ven

detta for redress of  a wrong. Individual  Klansmen, as in 

the Shawnee Klavern, sometimes f e l l  under the lure of the 

hood and the robe for  re tr ibut ion  of  a personal grudge.

Guns were common personal property in the s ta te  as a 

legacy of  the f ro n t i e r  t ra d i t ion  in which the s e t t l e r ,  

whether he was Indian or whi te,  had to protect his home 

from marauding tribesmen and outlaws, and provide food

for his family.  America's gun cul ture is without para l -
1 8le l  among indus tr ia l i zed  nations o f  the w o r l d . O k l a 

homans reaped repeated tragedy from the widespread owner

ship of  guns. The t e r r i t o r y  in the period 1866-1907 pro

vided a haven beyond the pale for the lawless who could 

escape into i t  and that  legacy provided the opportunity  

for violence in la te r  years. The Southwest was a region 

in turmoil from i ts  e a r l i e r  years of  white occupation be

cause of the c o n f l i c t  between Indians and whites for pos-
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session of  the land, and because of  the presence of  horse 

thieves,  c a t t l e  rust lers ,  and other parasi tes upon f ron

t i e r  l i f e .  Klansmen often referred to th e i r  vict ims in 

1922 and 1923 as parasi tes upon the community who were 

told to leave and never return to the county or the state.

F in a l ly ,  violence in the state was related to 

anxiety,  f ru s t r a t ion ,  prejudice,  and social tension. The 

man who flogged found i t  easier to do so the second and 

the th i rd  times. The Klan stood in stark contrast to the 

usual monotony and boredom of  rural  e x i s t e n c e . T h e  d is 

guise eas i ly  concealed the man who enjoyed v io lent  acts 

or at least did not shrink from them. Members of whip

ping squads, l ike  Marshall Moore, performed th e i r  duties 

many times so they were no strangers to the v io lent  act.  

Often they were law enforcement personnel,  as in the case 

of Moore, fam i l i a r  with the use of  force. Imperial Wizard 

Clarke in Tulsa admitted that the ear ly  Klan so l ic i t ed  

men "looking for a l i t t l e  rough s t u f f . C l o t h e d  in the 

purest white,  the Kluxer could feel  cleansed of  g u i l t -  

feel ings about attacking his neighbor as part of  a holy 

crusade. Men who wanted to at tack th e i r  fel low c i t i zens  

needed l i t t l e  excuse p a r t i c u l a r l y  when the Knights pro

vided a mission and t h e i r  costumes the cover.

Authors disagree about the involvement of  the re

vived Knights of  the Ku Klux in violence,  especia l ly  in 

the face of  vehement denials of  the Klansmen and the i r
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leadership that  the body sanctioned force.  Some wr i t ers  

contend that the h is tor ian  devotes too much a t tent ion  to 

the v io len t  side of  the order and that  in a c t u a l i t y  the 

Klan perpetrated l i t t l e  violence i f  any at  a l l .  Examina

t ions o f  the Louisiana Klan as wel l  as the Knights in Wis

consin, Indiana, Ohio, and Michigan disclose violence is 

a false image of  the Klan o f  the 1 9 2 0 s . O t h e r s  maintain

the Klan is responsible for almost a l l  o f  the white-cap-
? ?ping in the Southwest, and p a r t i c u l a r l y  in Oklahoma.

S t i l l  others lay blame for much violence throughout re

cent American h is tory ,  centering on the South, on Klan 

organizat ions which insisted on night r iding and assassi 

nation as re t r ibut ion  for the changes around them.^^

The amount o f  Klan violence in Oklahoma exceeded

that o f  any other s ta te  in the 1 9 2 0 s . O k l a h o m a  and

Louisiana klaverns in the ear ly  1920s gave the image of  

vio lent  author i tar ianism to the Klan, especia l ly  in Okla

homa's Realm. What was at  f i r s t  glance an outbreak of  

Klan te r ro r  and v ig i la n t ism  was in r e a l i t y  only the v i s i 

ble appearance of  what had occurred for many years in the 

form of  white-capping along the f r o n t i e r  and into ear ly  

statehood. The revelat ions in the mart ial  law hearings 

across the state revealed that many non-Klansmen in Okla

homa perpetrated the mob violence of  the postwar years.  

Knights accompanied the v ig i l an te s  on th e i r  white-capping  

ventures and on occasion Klansmen led them and the klavern
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turned out for corporal punishment o f  a captive as a stern 

lesson to others in the area.  Klansmen cont inua l ly  denied 

the existence of  whipping squads, and the au th or i t i es  

never prosecuted squads in courts,  but individual  Knights 

were sentenced to the s ta te  pen i te nt ia ry  for night r id ing .  

The Klan and violence were never far  from each other and 

the stigma of  the connection from the Oklahoma Realm re

mained with the hooded order.

The Klan's image suffered and i t s  strength declined  

the year fol lowing the revelat ions about violence in the 

state.  The old social  wounds that  gave r ise  to the order 's  

vio lent  outbursts,  such as anti-German fee l ing l e f t  over 

from wartime, healed slowly.  Just as the tensions of  the 

postwar era that  gave r ise  to the Klan gradual ly diminished 

or took d i f f e r e n t  forms lessening v io len t  at tacks,  the b i t 

terness of the whipping party faded. Whipping v ict im Ben 

Wagner stood in the Tulsa County courtroom in August,

1923, s t i l l  showing the deep scars on his back from the 

whipping strap he received a year before fol lowing his ab

duction from his rural  home. His captors laid the knout 

across his back for his German ancestry and his al leged  

crue l ty  to his fami ly.  He was s l igh t  in bui ld and s ix ty  

years of  age. As he waited in the courtroom, four o f  his 

attackers confessed to the assault  and each was sentenced 

to a two-year term in the pen i tent iary .  They openly stated  

t h e i r  regret for membership in the Klan and desired for -
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giveness from the community. They said they had been v i c 

tims of  a cruel hoax in jo in ing  the Knights and for f o l 

lowing th e i r  precepts. Wagner approached them and held 

out his hand, saying, " I 'm sorry i t  happened this way," 

through a thick German accent and broken English. "And 

so are we," repl ied one of  the convicted members o f  the 

Klan whipping party.  "Some of  these days w e ' l l  come back 

again--and w e ' l l  understand each other b e t te r . "  As the 

years passed Oklahomans in a s imi la r  fashion came to a 

bet ter  understanding of  t h e i r  divergent backgrounds and 

to a calmer appreciat ion for those dif ferences.  Af te r  

the orgy o f  violence and re t r ibu t ion ,  accompanied by the 

sound of  accusations and counter-charges about the re

s p o ns ib i l i t y  for v io lent  acts,  Oklahomans a f t e r  1923 were 

t i r e d  of  disorder and returned to revivals,  whispering 

campaigns, and to the ba l lo t  box for o u t  l e t s . ^5
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CHAPTER VI 

THE POLITICAL REALM

During the ear ly  1920s under the leadership of  

Imperial Wizard Hiram Evans and Grand Dragon Clay Jewett,  

the Klan was the most powerful p o l i t i c a l  force in the 

state.  Local p o l i t i c i a n s  quickly learned that they had 

to come to terms with the organizat ion i f  they wanted to 

be maintained in o f f i c e .  Already well  entrenched in lo

cal p o l i t i c s  by 1922, the order became powerful statewide 

a f te r  the new Grand Dragon took his o f f i c e  in ear ly  1923. 

The influence of  the Klan spread and grew unt i l  the p o l i t i 

cal role of  the Knights in Oklahoma was second in the na

tion only to the Indiana Realm. As i ts p o l i t i c a l  influence 

expanded throughout the state so did the potent ial  for in 

ternal  dissension over the value of  a p o l i t i c a l  role for 

the order.  P o l i t i c a l  discord eventual ly l e f t  the Klan in 

Oklahoma a mere shadow of  i ts  former strength.

P o l i t i c a l  inf luence was the key to local Klan suc

cess in molding th e i r  communities into the social order 

models. Despite the resort to violence on unprecedented 

levels in Oklahoma, p o l i t i c s  was the most frequently used
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weapon in the Klan's attempt to reform t h e i r  communities 

and protect  the status quo. P o l i t i c a l  action with the 

ba l lo t  was more prosaic than d i rec t  action with the knout, 

but i t  was safer .  Those who opposed the Klan into the 

mid-1920s found that they lost contest a f t e r  contest.

The Knights exploi ted the prejudices and fears of  Okla

homans and gained wide control over the s ta te 's  a f f a i r s .  

Even the s ta te 's  ch ie f  executive learned the harsh les

son of  Klan power.

The Ku Klux Klan was a protest  movement of  the 

1920s which sought to provide a haven from the changes 

swirl ing around Oklahomans. Klansmen feared the potent ial  

of  a l iens in large c i t i e s  on the A t lan t ic  Coast who voted 

in blocs under the rule of  corrupt p o l i t i c a l  machines. 

Klansmen regarded Roman Cathol ic influence as pernicious  

and i t  had to be stopped. Crooked d i s t r i c t  attorneys in 

league with l iquor interests undermined community mora l i 

ty.  Dishonest policemen accepted bribes from cr iminals  

who grew wealthy preying upon Oklahomans. Vice f lourished  

where municipal corruption thr ived.  The Knights pledged 

' to negate the inf luence of  these threats to order through 

the control o f  the ba l lo t  box.

The Klan intended to return power to the One Hun

dred Percent American voter who had witnessed the d e te r io 

ration of  his inf luence at  the hands of  immigrants, ra d i 

cals,  and gra f te rs .  There existed no more thoroughly Amer-
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i can weapon for  control o f  change than the b a l l o t .  The 

Klan bel ieved i t  could make p o l i t i c i a n s  respond to the de

mands of  white,  Protestant ,  law-abiding voters in each 

Klanton. Through th e i r  votes,  they would e lect  men who 

would enforce the law. Because only the best c i t i zens  

belonged to the order,  Klansmen pointed out that  auto

mat ica l l y  the Klan-sponsored s la te  o f  candidates would 

prove best for th e i r  community. The member's ethnocentrism 

made him suspect a candidate for public o f f i c e  who did not 

run with the endorsement o f  the klavern. Opponents of  the 

Klan on a p o l i t i c a l  t i c k e t  were suspected of  the worst 

motives. The Klansman l istened a t t e n t i v e l y  to rumors that  

his p o l i t i c a l  opponent was a Cathol ic under the spell  o f  

the Vatican.

Despite public denials to the contrary,  the s t ruc

ture of  the klavern encompassed a p o l i t i c a l  function.^  

Kluxers and Kluxettes served on the M i l i t a r y  Committees 

which kept close survei l lance on local Cathol ics,  parochi

al schools, and ward p o l i t i c s .  Established by 1922, the 

Committee reached downward from Imperial headquarters 

through Domains, to the Realms, and into the klavern,  where 

members carr ied  i ts  presence into p o l i t i c a l  wards, elect ion  

precincts,  and into every c i t y  block.^ The Lieutenant who 

supervised the precinct  was ca l led  the Kat.^ The leaders 

of  the klavern u t i l i z e d  the M i l i t a r y  Committed to in v e s t i 

gate the church a f f i l i a t i o n  of  local p o l i t i c i a n s  running
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for o f f i c e ,  t h e i r  moral behavior,  t h e i r  past performance 

on votes on Americanism issues, and t h e i r  stand on paro

chial  schools and new marriage laws. A f te r  the Committee 

report ,  some klaverns held a primary elect ion  in the lodge 

hal l  to determine which candidates or s la te  the order 

would support. Sometimes one member passed out a l i s t  or 

handbil l  carrying a Klan acronym t e l l i n g  the membership 

how to vote.

There was no more sure way for the Kluxers to se

cure the best candidates in elect ions than to enter mem

bers of  the order in the contests for o f f i c e .  Once 

elected,  the Klansman would bring about the reforms best 

designed to ensure the acceptable development o f  th e i r  

regions. Klan sh er i f fs  in Oklahoma Ci ty and Tulsa s ig n i 

f ied the s t r i c t  enforcement o f  Prohibi t ion laws and a n t i -  

vice statutes.  The j u s t i c e  of  the peace who was also a 

Klan member meant that  local pet ty  offenders would suffer  

swif t  arraignment.  The Klan d i s t r i c t  court judge would 

deal with larger offenders so they would not be parasites  

upon the local town. Jury commissioners from the klavern 

selected fel low Klansmen who rendered sentences to felons 

that made th e i r  towns inhospitable for cr iminals.  The 

Klux d i s t r i c t  at torney prosecuted vice and crime with the 

knowledge that  his conviction rate would be higher than 

under the previous graf t - r idden regime. Town and c i t y  

councilman would see that  ordinances against p ro s t i tu t ion ,
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dancing, joy r id in g ,  and use of  tobacco were s t r i c t l y  en

forced. The Klan elect ion board secretary approved e le c

tion resul ts in c r i t i c a l  contests.

P o l i t i c s  was the most important tool of  the Klan 

against labor and agrarian radical ism in Oklahoma. The 

p o l i t i c a l  success of  the Socia l ists  and the Farmer-Labor 

Reconstruction League among farmers led to the redoubled 

e f fo r ts  from Kleagles to recrui t  addit ional  members to 

cement the domination of  the Knights and conservatives 

over the center of  local p o l i t i c a l  power, the county 

seat.  The ba l lo t  was also the main instrument in the 

Klan's struggle with union organizers among factory and 

o i l  f i e l d  workers. P o l i t i c a l  success was more long l a s t 

ing than ant i -union violence.^

Ant i -Cathol ic  rumors against candidates ci rcu la ted  

with new vengeance a f t e r  the end of  World War I making 

p o l i t i c a l  contests uniquely b i t t e r .  Late in 1919 whisper

ing campaigns attacked candidates for being part  o f  a 

Papal conspiracy in many counties of  the state.  In the 

schools, teachers inquiring about the 1920 elect ion re

ceived an t i -C a th o l i c  outbursts which said President Wood

row Wilson and his son-in-law were secret ly  Catholics and 

the only safe choice was Warren Harding and the Republican 

P a r ty .5

By 1922, the Klan b u i l t  upon the prejudices w i t h 

in the WASP community and dominated contests for p o l i t i c a l
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o f f i c e .  The Klan nearly control led Tulsa's municipal  

elect ion in 1922. Later,  the ant i -Klan s la te was prose

cuted for elect ion frauds and g ra f t .  The Klan s la te  car 

ried into o f f i c e  the mayor and many other municipal o f 

f i c i a l s .  Simi lar  resul ts marked elect ions in Okmulgee 

and other Oklahoma communities.^ One candidate for gov

ernor assai led the Klan in Okmulgee, when a lone man rose 

from the audience, walked s i l e n t l y  to the platform, placed 

a small KKK statue at the speaker's feet ,  and one hundred 

and f i f t y  men rose and l e f t  the meeting.7

The most alarming example of the p o l i t i c a l  power 

of  the Knights within the state was the impeachment of  

Governor John Callaway Walton in 1923. I t  gained national  

headlines immediately a f t e r  the controversy surrounding 

the elect ion of  the f i r s t  Klan Senator, Earle Mayfield,  

from Texas. Americans were shocked that the Klan could 

end a p o l i t i c a l  career in a state far  removed from the 

headquarters of  the Knights in Washington, D. C. The Gov

ernor was in o f f i c e  ten months before his impeachment on 

charges of  malfeasance, g r a f t ,  and general incompetence. 

His administrat ion was marred with repeated scandals and 

arguments over spoils among his appointees. He was close

ly ident i f ied  with the Farmer-Labor Reconstruction League 

and i ts  Socia l is t  members, which alarmed conservatives who 

expressed fear that Oklahoma would become another "Red
O

Spot" on the nat ion's map. The primary campaign and the
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elect ion were uncommonly b i t t e r  even for Oklahoma's nor

mally sordid campaigns. Many voters bel ieved that  the 

So cia l i s t  platform marked "a f igh t  between C i v i l i z a t i o n  

and C h r is t ia n i ty  on the one hand and social ism and atheism 

on the other.  . . .

In the primary b a t t l e ,  Walton defeated a conserva

t i v e  Judge, Thomas Owen, and the Klan-backed candidate,

R. H. Wilson. Wilson was the State Superintendent for  

Public Instruct ion and could draw upon the state jobs 

under his supervision as wel l  as other state employees 

for support. The Knights favored Wilson because he con

t r o l l e d  textbook select ion in Oklahoma and was f r i en d ly  

with the hooded order.  A week before the primary e lec 

t ion the Klan c i rcu la ted  pe t i t io ns  ca l l ing  for  a r e f e r 

endum measure to require a l l  chi ldren to attend public  

schools up through the eighth grade--a measure c l e a r ly  

aimed at Cathol ics,  who numbered 41,000 in the state.

The so-cal led Americanization Society,  headed by a Mc- 

Alester  banker named Frank Craig,  proposed the i n i t i a t i v e  

measure. Seeing the b la tant  assault  on the parochial  

school of  the Cathol ics,  they voted against Wilson, who 

received the open Klan endorsement ju s t  two days before 

the primary. Walton's w i fe  had at one time been a Catho

l i c  and that fact  conveniently leaked to the press ju s t  

before the primary. Walton won the primary dec is ive ly ,  

taking the black vote,  that of  L i t t l e  Dixie in the south
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east,  and the Soci a l i s t  vote across the s ta te ,  but he 

lacked support in the northeast where the Klan was strong. '®  

In the general e le ct io n ,  Wilson threw his support to "Jack" 

Walton. The Klan o f f i c i a l l y  ref ra ined from taking a strong 

stand, but most members of  the order in the state were 

Democrats who gave t h e i r  t a c i t  support to him despite his 

a f f i l i a t i o n  with the Farmer-Labor Reconstruction League.

The general e lect ion campaign was b i t t e r  enough without  

the Klan as an issue, and both candidates avoided i t .

Walton hammered away at  the needs of  the farmers and the 

poor workers and his own close associat ion with organized 

labor. "Jazz Band Jack" with his usual flamboyance con

trasted his poor background as a ra i l road worker in Mexico 

with that o f  his wealthy Republican opponent who paid no 

t a x e s . ' '  Walton's e lect ion p l u r a l i t y  o f  nearly 50,000 

votes over John Field was the largest  p l u r a l i t y  and most 

decisive v ic to r y  in the h is tory of  Oklahoma up to that  

t i m e . '2

Once in o f f i c e ,  Walton eased his a l legiance to the 

S ocia l is ts '  platform and al ienated  many radicals who be

l ieved they had been sold out to the o i l  and business in 

terests o f  the new state.  Walton did not appoint a single  

Farmer-Labor Leaguer to high o f f i c e  in state government.

The c oa l i t ion  which had nominated him and catapulted him 

into the governor's chair  was ignored when patronage and 

the plums o f  p o l i t i c a l  o f f i c e  were passed out to the de-
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serving. He appointed many to local and minor posts, but 

the impression among the rank and f i l e  was that they were 

ignored. Furthermore, they sank ever deeper into debt 

in spi te of  the fact  that t h e i r  savior occupied the capi-

From the f i r s t  the new Governor was in trouble  

with l e g is l a t i v e  conservatives over f inances. Walton con

ceived of  government in o l d - l i n e  p o l i t i c a l  terms of  re

warding fr iends and punishing enemies. He requested four 

times the past appropriat ions for his o f f i c e  expenses.

The Chairman of  the Revenue and Taxation Committee of  the 

state House of  Representatives,  Wil l iam McBee, da i ly  w i t 

nessed the Governor's f isca l  extravagance. One month a f 

ter  the inauguration he broke with Walton's f loor  leader 

in the House and joined the opposition.  Alarming stories  

continued to appear in the d a i ly  press about blatant  pa

tronage which shocked even patronage-conscious Oklahomans. 

Two black barbers were placed on the payrol l  as facul ty  

at the Taf t  school even though they never l e f t  the i r  Okla

homa Ci ty barbershop.15

In an attempt to mend his p o l i t i c a l  fences with  

l eg is la to rs ,  the Governor put on a banquet in July,  1923, 

to honor the solons. To his surprise and chagrin eighteen 

Democratic senators handed him a resolution assai l ing him 

for his close t ies  to Farmer-Labor radical ism, his appoint

ment o f  al leged radicals to o f f i c e ,  hints o f  mishandling
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of  state funds, padding the state payro l l ,  and for his 

loose pardon and parole p o l i c y J ^  That was the f i r s t  of  

the movement leg is la tors  made toward impeachment o f  the 

ch ie f  executive.  By mid-July newspapers and leg is lators  

murmured impeachment in columns and corr idors.  Campbell 

Russell ,  long-time p o l i t i c a l  opponent of  the Governor, 

former Corporation Commissioner and leading conservative,  

began c i rcu la t in g  an i n i t i a t i v e  pet i t ion  for an amendment 

to A r t i c l e  Eight of  the state const i tut ion that  allowed 

the leg is la tu re  to convene for the purpose of  impeaching 

any o f f i c i a l .  Normally, the Governor had to cal l  the 

leg is la tu re  into session for i r regula r  meetings not during 

the normal l e g is l a t i v e  session.

Russell headed the movement for the pet i t ion  drive  

with the support o f  the Klan. He was a Klansman and he 

received the act ive  support o f  the Oklahoma Const i tut ion

a l i s t s ,  a body of  conservatives formed in A p r i l ,  1923, 

to thwart what they termed the spread of  Communism under 

Walton. At a July state-wide meeting they decided that  

a law al lowing the leg is la tu re  to convene i t s e l f  to in

vest igate the Governor was a necessity.  The Const i tut ion

a l i s t s  organized and financed the Russell pet i t ion  drive.  

The head of the group, Fred M i l l e r ,  repeatedly denied that  

the Klan control led the membership and jus t  as often in 

the same breath said that those who opposed them were Com

munist ant i -Kluxers.
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Fiscal i r r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  and radical connections

were not the only reasons the Klan opposed the Governor.

In response to the cr ies of  residents of  many communities

that masked outrages were defying consti tuted order,  the

Governor began a series o f  declarat ions of  mart ial  law

throughout the state beginning in June. Walton showed

the impetuosity that was to end his tenure prematurely

and that led him to take p re c ip i ta te  action that  lost him

support at every turn.  Three Okmulgee County residents

drove to the capitol  to see the Governor in June. A

minister ,  the Henryetta Police Chief,  and an auto dealer

brought the Governor tales of  o f f i c i a l  b r u t a l i t y  and abuse

from Henryetta S h e r i f f ' s  deputies. Walton l istened for

f i v e  minutes to th e i r  pleas for the use of  state troops,

then phoned Adjutant General Baird Markham, declared that

he would s e t t l e  the matter o f  harassment of  c i t i z e n s ,  and
1 Rpromptly ordered fu l l  mart ial  law for the county. Walton 

turned to the men and commented that th e i r  tales were 

"merely the climax" to over six months' of  charges of  law

lessness there,  and he reached into a drawer and pul led  

out a sheaf of  l e t te rs  from county residents complaining 

of  the actions and naming two Klansmen as part of  the 

trouble-makers. The men agreed that the si tuat ion was 

dangerous, one of  them saying that "one or two more such 

incidents would have prec ip i ta ted  a small insurrection  

and several people would have been k i l l e d ,  including depu-



180

t ies .  . .

State troops camped In the Okmulgee Council House 

yard, played baseball in the st reets with the c i t i zens  of  

the town, and were inducted into the local promotion of  

a fes t iv a l  ca l led  the King Koal Karnival  in the mining 

town. I t  was hardly the scene of  a m i l i t a r y  occupation,  

and the Governor l i f t e d  mart ial  law in the county on June 

29, leaving a ten-mi le radius around Henryetta under guard 

while he awaited the reports on the al leged whipping of  

a Richer miner a f t e r  he had been acquit ted on a statutory  

rape charge. I t  ended July 12 a f t e r  the S her i f f  f i red  

three deputies for al leged misconduct.

State newspapers almost un iversa l ly  condemned the 

Governor for imposing mart ial  law in Okmulgee County,

Many believed that he should have exhausted c i v i l  reme

dies in the county including use of  the county at torney 's  

o f f i c e  before proceeding with drast ic  m i l i t a r y  rule.^O 

The ch ief  executive,  however, ignored c r i t i c is m  and re

minded Oklahomans that  he would use mart ial  law anywhere 

in the state i f  needed. On July 8 a grand ju r y  convened 

in Anadarko at the Governor's request to invest igate a l 

leged whippings, but nothing came o f  i t .  He threatened 

mart ial  law in Kingf isher a f t e r  reports of  whippings 

reached him in ear ly  August. When students at  the A g r i 

cu l tura l  and Mechanical College at  S t i l l w a t e r  protested 

the appointment o f  the Governor's f r iend as president.
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which Included f l y ing  the f lag  at  h a l f  s t a f f  on campus, 

Walton retorted that  they ought to "look up the law on 

mob rule ."  He said he had heard threats of ta r r i ng  and 

feathering his appointee. I f  that occurred, he said that  

he would go to S t i l l w a t e r  himself  and " t e l l  you when to 

go to bed and when to get up" under the most str ingent  

m i l i t a r y  occupât ion. ^̂  Walton turned his a t tent ion  to 

ward the other parts o f  the s ta te  where mob rule lurked.  

He pledged "to stamp mob rule and mob violence out o f

Oklahoma i f  I have to put every county under m i l i t a r y
22law and leave them there as long as I am governor."

I t  was bel ieved that  the Governor directed his remarks 

to residents of  Tulsa, Caddo, Osage, and Pontotoc coun-

t i e s . 23

In the fol lowing months he did make good his 

threat  to r e s t r i c t  the freedom of  Oklahomans to assault  

t h e i r  neighbors. In mid-August a badly beaten man, Nate 

Hantaman, emerged from an automobile at the steps to the 

capitol  and sought help from men standing nearby. The 

men carr ied hi.m into the capi tol  bui lding to the Blue 

Room where he waited a short time before seeing the execu

t i v e  councilor Aldr ich Blake, who also cal led several  

other o f f i c i a l s ,  including General Baird Markham of  the 

state m i l i t i a .  They examined Hantaman's condit ion and 

l istened to his report .  The v ic t im 's  lower body was a 

mass o f  torn,  bloody f lesh and his penis had been s p l i t
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from the force o f  his mut i la t ing  f logging.  He was in ex

cruc iat ing  pain despite the medication he had received 

in Tulsa. Blake telephoned the Governor in Sulphur and 

told him of  the a s s a u l t . W a l t o n  repl ied that he had 

seen "a dozen or so who had been m o b b e d , "^5 g^d he was 

going to do something to end mob violence.  He declared 

that he wanted the Hantaman case solved quickly.

The Hantaman muti la t ion  case was never o f f i c i a l l y  

solved despite pressure from the Governor on Tulsa author

i t i e s ,  but executive demands for act ion did resul t  in lo

cal pol ice action on the case. Hantaman's was the only 

case of  a lashing in the memory of  the Tulsa pol ice o f 

f icers  that they were told to invest igate in a l l  t h e i r  

years on the force.  His was the only f logging case the 

pol ice ever looked into.^6 The o f f i c e r s  were reluctant  

to invest igate incidents of  v ig i lant ism in t h e i r  c i t y  be

cause many policemen were Klansmen themselves and they 

did not wish to expose th e i r  fel low o f f i c e r s .  Besides,  

some of  the deputies had par t i c ipated  in mob violence and 

already knew about the incidents,  making invest igat ions  

into th e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  superfluous.

For the second time in as many years troops oc

cupied Tulsa. The f i r s t  was in the aftermath of  the race 

r i o t .  General Markham establ ished headquarters on the 

mezzanine of  the Hotel Tulsa August 15- He extended the 

area of  mart ia l  rule to include the surrounding towns wi th -



183

PLATE 5 - -Mar t i a l  Law at  Work in Tulsa: Members of  the
M i l i t a r y  Commission--the f i r s t  establ ished by 
a state since Reconstruction.

Members seated from l e f t  to r ight :  Captain
E. A. Wal l is  of  Anadarko; Major L. A. Ledbet
te r  o f  Oklahoma City;  General Charles E. Mc
Pherren, President o f  the Tulsa Court, from 
Durant; Colonel Wil l iam Hutchinson, Ardmore; 
Captain John A. McDonald, Durant; Captain 
Joseph A. Looney, Acting Judge Advocate, from 
Wewoka; Captain W. P. P ra t t ,  Roff; General 
Baird Markham of Oklahoma Ci ty ,  Adjutant Gen
e ra l ;  and George McKinney, Court Reporter,  
Tulsa.

PLATE 6--A Klan Natura l iza t ion  Ceremony Conducted by the 
Twin Elk Klan Number 146 of  Hobart. Candidates 
kneel before the f lag ,  the cross, and the a l t a r  
as they take the oath. Five thousand spectators 
looked on as Klansmen gave the i r  straight-arm  
salute.

"Who can look upon a mult i tude of  white-robed 
Klansmen without thinking of  the equal i ty  and 
unselfishness of  that throng of  white robed 
saints in the Glory Land? . . . the t i t l e  
'Klansman' w i l l  be the MOST HONORABLE AMONG MEN."

Quotation from W. C. Wright,  "The Seven Symbols 
of  the Klan," Imperial Night-Hawk, I (December 
26, 1923), p. 67
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in the county so he could move more f re e ly  In apprehend

ing suspects. The Governor pledged that the soldiers  

would remain in Tulsa "un t i l  the Hantaman flogging is 

cleared up."^^ National Guard trucks moved through the 

streets of  Tulsa and neighboring towns, stopped before 

residences or businesses and troops inquired a f t e r  a sus

pect.  Soon they would emerge with the person in custody 

and put him onto the truck,  and the small caravan would 

disappear down the road.

General Markham complained that he was not get 

t ing cooperation from witnesses and that as fast as he 

apprehended them Klan attorneys obtained the i r  release 

from detention.  The Klan lawyers even told potent ial  w i t 

nesses before the m i l i t a r y  t r ibunal  that they did not have 

to say one word and many did not cooperate with the author

i t i e s .  Markham asked for stronger author i ty  and powers 

and the Governor suspended the r ight  of  habeas corpus in 

the county, in c lear  v io la t ion  of  the state const i tut ion .  

Walton again pledged that  mart ial  law would remain over 

the county "un t i l  that hel l  hole in Tulsa county is cleaned 

up."29

The methods the m i l i t a r y  author i t i es  used to gain 

confessions from the suspects they apprehended aroused the 

i re  of  local attorneys and c i v ic  leaders. The almost in- 

penetrable wall  o f  si lence each witness presented to the 

inquisi tors was slowly eroded but the methods angered
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Tulsans. Local attorneys protested against al leged v i o 

lat ions of  the s t a te 's  const i tu t iona l  guarantees against  

prolonged detention and incommunicado status of  the de

tainees.  An act ing county judge admitted that the mar

t i a l  law au th or i t i es  could not suspend habeas corpus, but 

to f o r e s t a l l  possible bloodshed, the judge cooperated 

with the m i l i t a r y  occupation. The judge chose what he 

viewed as the lesser of the two e v i l s ,  mob outrages or 

m i l i t a r y  rule.  Klan-backed attorneys were thwarted a l 

though they did f i l e  sui t  on behalf  o f  the Tulsa County 

S h e r i f f  against General Markham, but i t  was dropped a f t e r  

the occupation ceased.

The spectacle of National Guardsmen cart ing o f f  

f i f t e e n  to twenty townsmen shocked residents.  Guard 

trucks rumbled through the town of  Skiatook on September 

3 and swept up f i f te e n  c i t i z e n s ,  nine of whom were de

tained without the r ight  of  habeas corpus in the Tulsa 

Armory. The suspects under detention had l i t t l e  hope of  

returning to t h e i r  homes i f  the Governor's promises were 

to be bel ieved that the Guard would remain in the area 

u nt i l  a l l  o f  the men responsible for the violence were 

j a i l e d .  General Markham personally led the caravan of  

trucks through the town o f  Jenks to ar rest  eight residents 

who were held in Tulsa. Many of  those arrested carr ied  

deputies'  commissions, but the law could not assist  them. 

The soldiers placed them in the Tulsa Armory unt i l  they
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were questioned before the m i l i t a r y  court in the Hotel  

Tulsa, The suspects were surrounded with the appearance 

of a m i l i t a r y  occupation and were cut o f f  from the out 

side world.  The nights were sleepless for many of  them 

as the accommodations were uncomfortable. Some of  the 

detainees slept in the Hotel St. Louis with informers 

placed in t h e i r  rooms. None of  the suspects complained 

about physical v iolence,  but many of  them la te r  commented 

on verbal abuse, ep i thets ,  and ve i led threats from author

i t i e s .  The prospect o f  an ind e f in i t e  stay in the Armory 

surrounded with the appearance of a modern army head

quarters and no contact with home unnerved many of  the 

suspects. They found small comfort in the comforting 

Kludd who met them upon t h e i r  release from confinement.

The Chaplain of  the klavern pointed out that the Apostle 

Paul was at  one time a confessed f logger,  and then re

formed his l i f e  to contr ibute to the founding of  the Chris

t ian f a i t h .  The second chapter of  Revelat ions,  the Klans- 

man's f a v or i te  book in the Bible,  contained the passages 

used in attempting to counteract the e f fects  of  the de

tention on the Klansmen and other Tulsans.

In ear ly  September Walton declared openly that  

the white f r a t e r n i t y  was responsible for the violence  

across the state and he declared war on i t ,  a war that  

cost him his p o l i t i c a l  l i f e ,  yet bloodied the reputation  

of the Klan across the nat ion.  He decreed that ,  "There
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cannot be two governments in Oklahoma whi le I am gover

n o r . W a l t o n  announced that he would end the imperium 

in imperio within the Sooner State.  His reason for  de

c lar ing  mart ial  law, he told Tulsa l is teners ,  was clear:  

"When the s h e r i f f ,  the county at torney,  the d i s t r i c t  judge 

and the ju r y  commission are a l l  in the hands of  an organ

izat ion responsible for mob a c t i v i t i e s ,  what can be done? 

You have no law, and you have no courts worthy o f  the 

name.

Various reasons ex ist  for explaining why Walton 

turned against the powerful Klan organization in an open 

confrontat ion.  The odds were against his success in d is 

banding the Klan in the s ta te ,  and the f ina l  resul t  was 

the ouster of  the Governor. Walton was an obl igated mem

ber o f  the Knights but never attended meetings in a lodge. 

I t  was claimed that  he was angered that no klavern would 

admit him as a Klansman and that the Grand Dragon of  the 

Oklahoma Realm had rejected Walton's i n i t i a t i o n  into the 

begowned brotherhood on the grounds of  personal and f i 

nancial i m p r o p r i e t y . T h e  man who had obl igated him in 

the f r a t e r n i t y  was banished from the Knights--one of  only 

two so banished o f f i c i a l l y . 3  ̂ Walton's wi fe  had at one 

time been a Cathol ic and they retained Catholic fr iends  

who opposed the bigotry and animosity Klan propaganda 

generated. Walton genuinely opposed the use of  the lash 

in the state and the denial  of  basic r ights in a cow pas-
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ture to vict ims.  He wished to do something for the com

mon people who appealed to him for assistance in the face 

of  what seemed an ever - r is ing  number o f  white-capping in

cidents.  The information that reached the Governor from 

l e t t e r s ,  telegrams, and phone messages placed the number 

of  whippings so high that one whipping had occurred every 

day in Oklahoma since the Governor's inauguration--an 

alarming number even for a tumultuous f ro n t i e r  a r e a . 35 

The Governor's councilor,  Aldr ich Blake, and his advisor,

Pat Nagle, one of  the or ig ina l  founders of  the Farmer- 

Labor League in Shawnee, were b i t t e r  opponents of  the 

Klan and a l l  i ts violence,  especia l ly  against rural organ

izers and radicals,  with whom both had worked in the p a s t . 3  ̂

Some c r i t i c s  of  the Governor saw crass p o l i t i c a l  

ambition as the reason for Walton's championing the a n t i -  

Klan cause. Eastern newspapers applauded his attempts to 

come to grips with the sheeted order.  His was cal led the 

greatest issue since John Al tgeld of  I l l i n o i s  defied the 

Cleveland Administration fol lowing the Haymarket r io t  and 

released the convicted men from th e i r  death sentences. 

Oklahoma presented a s i tuat ion unique in the nat ion's h is 

tory since the days of  Reconstruction a f t e r  the Civ i l  W a r . 3 7  

For the f i r s t  time since that  period a m i l i t a r y  tr ibunal  

sat in judgment over a state.  Walton accepted the acco

lades and believed that national p ub l i c i t y  could not hurt  

his senatorial  chances against the incumbent Robert Owen
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the fol lowing year. The Governor was aware that any na

t ional  exposure would tend to take the focus o f f  his own 

increasing woes with the leg is la tu re ,  whose members turned 

more impeachment-minded every day. Anti -Klan fee l ing  in 

many parts o f  the state approached fever p i tch ,  and the 

l e t t e r s  to the ch ie f  executive re f lected  those sentiments.  

He may have decided that the cl imate of  opinion had ma

tured enough that a champion of  the ant i -Klan cause could 

succeed. For a va r ie ty  o f  reasons, some personal,  most 

of  them p o l i t i c a l  and emotional,  Walton on September 6 

mentioned the Klan by name as the cause of  the Tulsa 

troubles and the violence across the s ta te .  The Grand 

Dragon of the Oklahoma Realm of  the Knights of  the Ku 

Klux Klan responded that the Governor would "never be 

able to break the power of  the Klan in Oklahoma.

Author i t ies l istened to other requests for mart ial  

law a f t e r  the counties of  Okmulgee and Tulsa suffered oc

cupation. Interested residents flooded the Governor's o f 

f i c e  and the m i l i t a r y  au thor i t i es  with l e t t e rs  and per 

sonal requests for protect ion from mobs. Residents in 

Wagoner, McCurtain, and Washington counties requested 

state invest igat ions of  mob outrages in th e i r  areas,  and 

Governor Walton thought about mart ial  law for Caddo, Bryan, 

and Kingfisher counties a f t e r  mob outbursts there,  as wel l  

as a whipping invest igat ion in Comanche County. C o l l i n s 

v i l l e  businessmen asked General Markham to declare mart ial
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law in t h e i r  town fol lowing i l l  w i l l  between whites and 

foreigners in that  t own. In September the Governor 

threatened Muskogee County--whose Klan was headed by a 

Cyclops Walton personal ly d i s 1iked- -wi th  mart ial  law.^^

While the mart ia l  law furor proceeded, the Gover

nor had to face the impeachment movement that was rapidly  

gaining momentum. The organizers behind the Russell pe

t i t i o n  dr ive  succeeded in gett ing s u f f i c i e n t  signatures 

to place the question of  amending the const i tut ion  so the 

leg is la tu re  could convene to impeach the Governor on the 

bal lo t  for October 2. The Governor t r i e d  to organize a 

counter-movement against the p e t i t io n  and he used state  

employees and funds in questionable ways to oppose the 

i n i t i a t i v e  p e t i t i o n .  A d i s t r i c t  judge in Oklahoma City  

ordered a grand ju r y  in his county to invest igate the Gov

ernor's opposition to the p e t i t io n .  Achieving l i t t l e  suc

cess in his campaign to si lence v i g i l a n t e  actions and to 

end what he termed mob rule,  Walton declared mart ial  law 

throughout the s ta te  on September 15, co inc identa l ly  ju s t  

before the Oklahoma County grand ju r y  convened to in v e s t i 

gate his actions in o f f i c e .  He contemptuously referred  

to the ju r y  as being t o t a l l y  "Klan." He openly r idiculed  

the coming October i n i t i a t i v e  p e t i t io n  e lect ion .  Legisla

tors who favored the invest igat ion of  the Governor's a l 

leged malfeasance before the mart ia l  law but were lukewarm 

to his immediate impeachment, now scrambled to the capitol
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to take t h e i r  seats for an immediate impeachment proceed

ing amid loud protests that  the ch ie f  executive was a 

despot.

Walton defended his imposition of  mart ial  law upon 

the e n t i r e  s ta te  in terms designed to appeal to the common 

laborer and farmer. He told his audiences that i t  was l e 

gal for Attorney General Daugherty to use the injunction  

against s t r ik ing  shopmen, and i t  was legal for m i l i t i a  to 

drive members o f  his l is ten ing audience out of  th e i r  homes 

into the snow during the Hartshorne mine s t r i k e .  "But 

now, because I am using the m i l i t i a ,  i t  is cal led i l l e 

gal ."  He added with t e l l i n g  e f f e c t :  "Why, i t ' s  gett ing

so bad that  i f  a man has a competitor in business he w i l l  

send him a note to qui t  town or be whipped.

condemned the Governor for  his action in placing the en

t i r e  s ta te  under m i l i t a r y  rule.  Even the Oklahoma Leader, 

which had been the organ for Walton's pre-e lect ion  pro

nouncements, condemned his moves as crass p o l i t i c s  of  the 

basest type. His actions "would shame even a Klan whip

ping squad," i t  concluded in a st inging r e b u k e . M i n i s 

t e r i a l  Associations requested national  intervent ion,  v e t 

erans' organizat ions sought the re-establishment of  the 

tenets of  the Founding Fathers, and pr ivate  individuals  

contacted the White House asking for the imposition of  

federal  troops to end a despotic regime.^3 National news-
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papers c r i t i c i z e d  the usurpation of  l e g is la t i v e  and j u 

d ic ia l  author i ty  in the s ta te ,  and the leader of  the Okla

homa Klan said that charges of  Klan violence were "too ab

surd to be noticed.

Amid mass meetings across the state c a l l i n g  for  

the impeachment o f  Walton, s i x t y - f i v e  leg is la tors meeting 

on September 20 in the Skirvin Hotel in Oklahoma City is 

sued a proclamation c a l l i n g  the leg is la tu re  into session 

at  noon, September 26, and sent copies by registered mail 

to a l l  o f  the leg is la to rs .  Most o f  the leg is lators were 

Klansmen. The proclamation, modeled a f t e r  the Declaration 

of  Independence, accused the Governor of  gross abuse of  

his powers, v io la t ion  of  the state const i tut ion in sus

pending the w r i t  of  habeas corpus, and bringing the state  

to the br ink of  c i v i l  war. Pledging that any convening 

of  the l e g is la tu re  was an "unlawful Klan assembly" the 

Governor said the state const i tut ion forbade the l e g is la 

ture from gathering without the express request o f  the 

chie f  executive when not in regular session. His c r i t i c s  

repl ied that  the clause applied only to bodies intent on 

passing laws, so th e i r  gathering for the purpose of  im

peachment was lawful and they would meet. In a rage, the 

Governor exclaimed that "the troops w i l l  be ordered to 

shoot to k i l l  i f  that is necessary to prevent the assem

b l y . T h e  Governor's executive councilor warned that  

the use of  troops to hal t  the session of  the leg is la tu re
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would "mean a thousand people k i l l e d ." ^ ^

On September 26th the representat ives walked in

to the rotunda of  the capitol  and mi l led about awaiting  

the appointed noon hour. Colonel W. S. Key, commander 

of  the Oklahoma Ci ty  contingent o f  the s t a te 's  Guardsmen, 

walked into the capi tol  with f i f t y  soldiers and ordered 

the assembled men to disperse,  and they qu ie t ly  did so.^^ 

Never before in American history had a Governor and the

m i l i t a r y  power o f  the state prevented a leg is la ture  from 
48meet mg.

The leg is la to rs  turned th e i r  hopes to the Russell  

p e t i t io n .  The Governor moved to block i t  and succeeded 

in gett ing a county d i s t r i c t  court to s t r i k e  i t  from the 

October 2 b a l lo t .  The Russell forced obtained a reversal  

of the rest raining  order and on the fol lowing day the 

judges dismissed the two cases. Walton canceled the e lec

t ion ,  o r i g i n a l l y  ca l led  for a vote on a veterans' bonus. 

Oklahoma Ci ty Representative Al len St reet ,  a Klansman, 

announced that "the governor has pulled his last b lu f f .

He and Wil l iam McBee drove to the Lakeside Country Club 

to speak with the Attorney General George Short. He signed 

McBee's author izat ion to the secretary o f  the State Elec

t ion Board to proceed with the October 2 e lect ion .  Walton 

for a second time cal led o f f  the e lect ion ,  and underscored 

his determination that "there may be bloodshed in Oklahoma" 

but "there w i l l  be no e l e c t i o n . W a l t o n  issued several
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special deputies'  commissions and the men were ordered 

to prevent the opening of  the pol l ing  places and to walk 

about in the open with th e i r  weapons. Supporters o f  the 

elect ion heeded the edict  of  the Attorney General and 

prepared to force the opening of  the pol l ing  booths,

Klan sher i f fs  swore in up to f i v e  hundred special depu

t i es  of  th e i r  own to insure that the vote went against  

the Governor. Segments of  the Sooner State verged on open 

warfare.  Rumors flew that Chicago thugs were in the state  

capital  to assassinate the leaders o f  the l eg is la tu re  i f  

the elect ion succeeded.

Judges issued rest ra ining  orders the day before 

the elect ion to prevent state deputies or others from 

tampering with the elect ion in Oklahoma and Tulsa counties.  

In Oklahoma Ci ty ,  Sh er i f f  Tom Cavnar and his deputies drove 

Walton's armed volunteers from the county courthouse where 

they attempted to seize the ba l lo t  boxes. Simi lar  scenes 

took place across the state.  Despite the tension, Okla

homans voted in th e i r  o f f i c i a l  pol l ing  places.  They ac

cepted the Russell pe t i t io n  210,000 to 65,000.  McBee 

pointed with sat isfact ion to the facts that Walton's home 

precinct  in Oklahoma Ci ty rebuked him in the elect ion 243 

to 16, and the precinct  where he l ived before becoming 

Governor rejected him 177 to 17.^^ The p e t i t io n  passed 

overwhelmingly in every county in the state.

Walton desperately countered on the day troops
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l e f t  Tulsa (October 6) with a ca l l  for the le g is la tu re  

to convene on October 11 for the purpose o f  invest igat ing  

the mob outrages and to pass ant i -Klan  le g is la t io n .  Walton 

cal led  the le g is la to rs '  b l u f f  that  they planned to consider 

such le g is la t io n .  The special  session began in October,, 

1923, with the outcome a foregone conclusion. The only  

real question remained what would be the outcome of  a n t i -  

Klan leg is la t ion  that had been pledged. in exasperation,  

the Governor cal led the assembled representat ives " that  

aggregation of  dragons." He contemptuously added: "The

only thing that surprises me is that they have not con

vened th e i r  l eg is la tu re  at night in the whipping pastures,  

where, in f u l l  regal ia of  mask and robes, in the presence 

of  dragons, cyclops, goblins,  and wizards,  impeached me 

in the sanct i ty  o f  nature's temple that had so often re

sounded with the cr ies and agonies of  tortured vict ims.

The Klan dominated every stage of  resistance to 

the Governor. S ixty -e ight  o f  the one hundred and twenty-  

f i v e  leg is la to rs  convened in the capitol  were a f f i l i a t e d  

with the Knights of  the Ku Klux Klan.^^ He faced formi 

dable opposition from the hooded f r a t e r n i t y  throughout 

the s ta te.  Klansmen were prominent at. every major step 

of  the course of  events that led to the special session 

of  the leg is la tu re  in October. Much of  the funding and 

many of  the personnel for the dr ive for I n i t i a t i v e  P e t i 

t ion 79 under the name of the Oklahoma Const i tu t ion a l i s ts
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came from the ranks o f  the Klan. The man who i n i t i a t e d  

the p e t i t io n  dr i ve ,  Campbell Russel l ,  was an act ive  Klan 

m e m b e r . I t  was natural  that an organizat ion opposed 

to radical ism and i r r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  l i k e  the Klan would 

gra v i ta te  into the foref ront  of  the movement to remove 

radical ism from the executive mansion of  the s ta te .  The 

state Klan already had the organization and the leader

ship to serve i t s  p o l i t i c a l  goals. Members eas i ly  ad

dressed le t t e r s  to Kligrapps because the secretar ies of  

the Klan had the membership ro l ls  and could pass the plea 

for assistance quickly in the hour of  c r i s i s  to other  

Klansmen.

Another central  f igure in the impeachment dr ive  

was Wi l l iam McBee, who had pressed for impeachment as 

ear ly  as the previous July and who had pioneered in the 

legal research required in s ta r t ing  the unprecedented o f 

f i c i a l  ouster movement. McBee led the ear ly  organiza

t ional  e f fo r ts  of  the leg is la tu re  whi le  that body organ

ized for the impeachment hearings and invest igat ions.

As a Klansman he was in the foref ront  o f  the a c t i v i t y  to 

r id the s ta te  o f  the order 's ch ie f  antagonist .  An organ

izer of  the special  session he control led appointments of  

men who would cause the fewest d i f f i c u l t i e s  in the impeach

ment process with embarrassing questions or d e l a y s . Klan 

strength in the leg is la tu re  enabled him to choose Knights 

to serve on committees in the session. McBee appointed
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W. S. Vernon, a Klansman, as the chairman of  the House 

committee charged with looking into ant i -Klan leg is lat ion  

for the state and into Klan act ions.57 p. M. Boyer, a 

Tulsa County Klansman, became the chairman of  the l e g is 

l a t i v e  probe into the Governor's e f fo r ts  to prevent the 

special e l e c t i o n . 5  ̂ Some of  the o f f i c e rs  and many o f  the 

members of the National Guard that the Governor cal led on 

to pol ice the centers of  mob violence in the state were 

members of  the Klan. One Klansman claimed that ninety  

percent o f  the Guardsmen belonged to the brotherhood.  

Despite th e i r  membership In the order,  Guardsmen followed 

th e i r  orders and prevented the grand ju r y  and later  leg is 

lature from meeting for short periods of  time. Walton 

requested that the chairman of  the State Election Board 

refuse to v e r i f y  the results of  the October 2 special  

elect ion ,  but the o f f i c i a l  was a Klansman and he refused 

to accept the Governor's demand.55 The Attorney General 

who rescinded the Governor's order not to hold the special  

elect ion was a member of  the Klan. The d i s t r i c t  judge who 

dismissed the Governor's case against the elect ion process 

was also a K l a n s m a n . T h e  Oklahoma County Sher i f f  and 

his deputies who secured the ba l lo t  boxes in the October 

elect ion also were members.

The national  headquarters of  the Knights launched 

a concerted e f f o r t  to r id the Sooner State of  this menace 

to th e i r  image as a lawful order.  In d irect  response to
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the bad press the Klan suffered in the state invest igat ion  

into al leged outrages, the Imperial Wizard launched a "law 

enforcement campaign" for Oklahoma using national  Klan 

lecturers to tour the state and to speak on the benef icial  

effects  of  the order upon communities. The Grand Dragon 

and members of  the Klan in the leg is la tu re  worked on the 

f loor  o f  the chambers to convince t h e i r  representatives  

of  the necessity of  impeachment and made open s o l i c i t a 

t ions for membership in the Klan on the f loor .  The Grand 

Dragon worked not only to impeach the chief  executive but 

to prevent ant i -Klan leg is la t ion  in the aftermath of  im

peachment. National headquarters spent a "good deal" of
fs 9money in the state to assist  the Grand Dragon's e f fo r ts .  

The Imperial Wizard years la te r  counted as one of  the 

greatest accomplishments of  the Klan "the unseating of  

Governor Walton for his role in encouraging corruption 

and lawlessness in Oklahoma.

The le g is la t i v e  committee scrut iniz ing  the execu

t i v e  in the state heard testimony for nine days, and re

turned a report of  twenty-two counts against the Governor 

on October 22. House members gathered October 23 to vote 

on the a r t i c l e s .  Two counts were voted against the Gov

ernor that day, and immediately f i l e d  with the Senate, 

which would s i t  as the court of  impeachment. The f i l i n g  

of  the a r t i c l e s  with the Senate meant that the Governor 

was suspended from o f f i c e .
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For three days the lower house members debated 

the remaining twenty a r t i c l e s  of  impeachment. Tempers 

f la red .  Latimer County Representative J. W. Callahan a t 

tacked the Klan on the f loo r ,  charging that i t  ran the 

House and that Grand Dragon Jewett ca l led  a l l  the shots 

on the f loo r .  Jess Pullen of  Sulphur and Frank Boyer o f  

Tulsa, both Klansmen, assaulted Callahan, threw him to 

the f loor  and choked him, then with twenty others ejected  

him from the c h a m b e r . T h e  remaining twenty a r t i c l e s  of  

impeachment charges, except for  the count covering cen

sorship of  the Tulsa Tribune during mart ial  law, passed 

with huge margins in the voting.  The vote on the censor

ship count passed with the closest vote,  51 to 42.

Just before his t r i a l  opened in the Senate, Walton 

announced he was resigned to becoming a martyr for  Okla

homans. He f e l t  that " i f  by s a c r i f i c in g  myself and hu

m i l ia t ing  and disgracing my family,  I can be the means 

of saving the state from mob rule which has been operating  

in the dark, t ry ing  th e i r  vict ims by chaining them to 

trees and administering brutal  punishment and other mut i 

lat ions,  then 1 am ready to be sacr i f iced ."^^  He pleaded 

not g u i l t y  to a l l  charges when his t r i a l  opened on November 

6, 1923. Wesley Disney, Major i ty  Leader of  the House and 

not a member of  the Klan, became the ch ie f  prosecutor from 

the House. On November 16 he cr ippled the defense when 

he asked and obtained a dismissal o f  the counts concern-
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îng mart ia l  law, freedom of  the press, and the denial of  

the assembling of  the leg is la tu re .  Walton had based his 

defense against impeachment on the grounds that mart ial  

law was absolutely necessary to restore order in Okla

homa, and he planned to ca l l  as many as one thousand w i t 

nesses to defend his contention.  This s h i f t  o f  focus 

would turn a t tent ion  onto the Klan and would t i e  up the 

impeachment court with time-consuming prosecution t e s t i 

mony. His defense evaporated. He walked out o f  the pro

ceedings the next day.

For two more days the Senate heard testimony.

Late on the nineteenth,  the body voted on the remaining 

sixteen a r t i c l e s  lodged against the Governor. The vote 

was unanimous on the charge of  g ra f t  and the charge o f  

abuse o f  the pardon and parole powers. The senators 

voted convict ion on eleven of  the sixteen charges, and 

acqui t ta l  on f i ve .  The Governor was impeached almost ex

a c t l y  ten months a f t e r  his inaugural barbeque.

Four years a f t e r  his impeachment, the s ta te  Su

preme Court held inval id the Russell pe t i t io n  c a l l i n g  

the leg is la tu re  into session. Walton did not have to cal l  

a special e lect ion ,  nor a special session, nor be im

peached. The court held that the p e t i t io n  was unconsti 

tut iona l  because i t  had not been included in Walton's 

f i r s t  proclamation, the December elect ion as o r i g i n a l l y  

cal led had not taken place,  and the pe t i t io n  had not been
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l e g a l l y  submitted to the v o t e r s .

The hand of  the Inv is ib le  Empire contro l led  the 

impeachment process and in the subsequent passage of  a 

weak ant i -Klan  b i l l .  Despite the preponderance of  Klans

men in the House and in the movement for impeachment of  

the executive,  the inf luence of  the Klan did not cancel 

out the desire for popular government in the s ta te .  Many 

of  the o f f i c i a l s  charged in the e n t i re  process from p e t i 

t ion dr ive through the e lect ion and into the t r i a l  did 

th e i r  jobs well  and thoroughly. Many voted t h e i r  con

sciences in the matter o f  impeachment and of  the a n t i -  

mask laws, sometimes opposing the wishes of  the Inv is ib le  

Empire. Many of  the members of  the leg is la tu re ,  l i k e  Mc

Bee, and of  the j u d i c i a r y ,  l ik e  Judge George Clarke,  were 

lukewarm toward the Klan or were inact ive members. Some 

of the leaders o f  the impeachment process, l ik e  Wesley 

Disney of  Tulsa,  were not Klansmen. They wanted to end 

the administrat ion o f  the Governor for f i s c a l ,  conserva

t i v e ,  and personal reasons that  did not involve the hooded 

order.  A genuine demand existed across the sta te  to end 

Walton's p o l i t i c a l  corruption and f isca l  i r re sp o ns ib i l i t y .^ ^

The popular demand for improvement in the executive  

o f f i c e  sp i l l e d  over into the desire for some form of  a n t i -  

Klan leg is la t ion  to protect  the public from the p o s s i b i l i t y  

of  masked outrages and to end the suspicion of  the Klan's  

involvement in the v i g i l a n t e  actions in the s ta te.  The
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day fol lowing the Senate's vote for conviction in the im

peachment proceedings that ended Walton's governorship,  

the j o i n t  committee invest igat ing the Klan reported House 

b i l l  number eight to severely r e s t r i c t  the Klan and to 

prohib i t  masked outrages in the s ta te .  I t  was one of  the 

f i r s t  ant i -Klan laws proposed in the post-World War I pe

riod. Af te r  committee maneuverings in both houses of  the 

state leg is la tu re  the b i l l  emerged emasculated of  a l l  but 

the anti-mask provision,  and that had been reduced to 

where the wearing of  a mask was prohibi ted only in public 

in parades or gatherings and was prohibited in the per

formance of  an i l l e g a l  act such as a whipping. The solons 

were trapped in th e i r  pledge to do something about both 

the Governor and v ig i la ntes  in Oklahoma, so they had to 

carry through on the anti-mask b i l l  despite the Grand 

Dragon's demand that they "de l ive r  the goods" when voting 

time came.^^

Even the leaders of  the Oklahoma Realm, r e f l e c t 

ing the view of Imperial headquarters, cal led for curbs 

on masked violence.  The Klan as a public champion of  the 

s t r i c t  enforcement o f  law was caught in i ts  own rhetor ic.  

The leaders o f  the Knights could hardly oppose stops to 

violence in the public eye without marring i ts  law en

forcement image. Klan leaders cal led for leg is lat ion  

that would cut short the clamor for s t i f f e r  leg is lat ion  

that would unmask or emasculate the hooded order.  The
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revelat ions of  masked violence in Oklahoma led to the 

campaign by speakers favoring law and order in the state.  

They supported an an t i - f lo gg ing  b i l l ,  but vehemently up

held the r ight of  the hood as a sacred part  of  the Klan 

rega l ia ,  without which the Klan would cease to ex ist .  

Oklahoma's Adjutant General Baird Markham f e l t  that an 

anti-mask law would e l iminate the threat  o f  mob violence 

from the state.  Wi l l iam McBee strongly pledged himself  

to the passage of  an anti-mask law and leg is la t ion  re

qui r ing the regist rat ion  of  Klansmen with the state.  Klan 

leg is la tors  believed the mask allowed non-Klansmen to per

pet ra te  violence and blame i t  on the Klan. They opposed 

the unmasking law. Social ists in the leg is la ture  favored 

str ingent  rest r ic t ions .  Editors in state newspapers con

demned the despotism of  Walton at the same time that they 

condemned masked outrages. The furor over impeachment 

brought the rea l iza t ion  to a l l  Oklahomans of the need for 

law and order and a c iv ic  conscience. Good government was 

open, popular government. The Klan's secrecy mocked open

ness. People across the state attacked the order in de

r i s iv e  terms. C r i t i cs  of the order cal led i ts  members 

"bed sheet s h e r i f f s , "  members of  the "Koo Klutz,"  men in 

night ies ,  and referred to pi l low case manhood and to cow 

pasture ju s t i ce .  The demand for some form of  rest r ic t ion  

upon masked gatherings could not be stemmed. The leader

ship of  the Oklahoma Realm set t led  for a weakened a n t i 
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mask law that passed in December.71

The Knights emerged from the impeachment struggle  

a l l -pow er fu l .  They had demonstrated that  not even the 

Governor was safe from t h e i r  grasp. The leaders of  the 

s ta te 's  Klan were at the peak o f  th e i r  power. Membership 

in klaverns and klantons across the state continued to 

r ise through 1924 and reached. i ts highest number in 1925.72 

Male and female Klan members dominated Sooner p o l i t i c s ,  

but not without b i t t e r  opposition from ant i -Klan forces.

For two years a f t e r  the impeachment b a t t l e  in 

1923, local p o l i t i c a l  contests revolved around the one 

question of  whether a candidate was Klan or a n t i -K lan .73 

Candidates pledged to take th e i r  orders from consti tuents  

and not from men in At lanta or a local cow pasture.  Ad

vertisements in newspapers proclaimed that a candidate 

had never covered his face with a hood or convened a meet

ing in the middle o f  the night  for the purpose of a t t a c k 

ing a n e i g h b o r . 74 The issue of  Klan versus opponents pro

duced two seemingly i r reconci lab le  p o l i t i c a l  camps.

The Klan ant ic ipated  f i e rc e  competition in 1924 

contests.  In the previous year the order had re-doubled 

i ts  e f f o r t s  to recru i t  new members. As the period of  cam

paign a c t i v i t y  approached, the Klan in many counties tem

p or a r i l y  suspended the requirement for payment o f  i n i t i a 

t ion fees to induce farmers to j o i n .  Klan leaders bel ieved  

i t  was imperative for th e i r  order to dominate the p o l i t i c a l
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l i f e  o f  counties in order to secure "one Hundred Percent

ers" for o f f i c e s .

The Klan question dominated national  p o l i t i c s  as 

well  as the s t a t e 's .  The issue o f  the Klan destroyed 

Democratic Party uni ty .  The party convention in New York 

C i ty 's  Madison Square Garden, the f i r s t  convention Ameri

cans l istened to on th e i r  radios, was a scene of  b i t t e r  

debate over the order.  Oklahoma Senator Robert Owen was 

among those supporting the organizat ion before the as

sembled d e l e g a t e s . A l l  harmony vanished as delegates 

narrowly defeated a plank s p e c i f i c a l l y  condemning the 

Klan. The Oklahoma delegation voted for the ant i -Klan  

plank, but were disappointed with a v ic tory  that the 

l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  H. L. Mencken ca l led  one for the "hosts 

of  the In v is ib le  Empire . . .  o f  the Hookworm Belt .  . . ."76 

I t  included the blocking of  the nomination of  the wet,  Ro

man Cathol ic Easterner Al fred E. Smith for the presidency 

on the Democratic t i c k e t .  The assembled delegates chose 

John W. Davis as t h e i r  pres ident ial  nominee to oppose 

Republican Calvin Coolidge.

The 1924 campaign in the state became even more 

unusual when recent ly impeached Jack Walton won the Demo

c r a t i c  United States Senate nomination a f t e r  Robert Owen 

rel inquished his seat.  Walton retained popular i ty  among 

rural  Socia l i s ts  and urban labor for his past p o l i t i c a l  

actions and his comeback from the f i n a l i t y  of  impeachment
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was a d i rec t  resul t  of  his id e n t i f i ca t io n  with the a n t i -  

Klan cause in the s ta te .  He was the only candidate to 

pub l ic ly  condemn the Inv is ib le  Empire and he did i t  often 

with his usual flamboyance. His Democratic opponents in 

the primary refused to condemn the Klan and attempted 

e i th e r  to remain neutral  or s o l ic i ted  Klan support. Grand 

Dragon Jewett s p l i t  Klan support in the primary between 

endorsements for C. J. Wrightsman and E. B. Howard which 

provided the margin of  v i c to ry  for Walton, knowing Okla

homans would never send an impeached o f f i c i a l  to represent  

them in the nat ion 's  c a p i t o i . ^7 |n the general elect ion

Walton suffered an overwhelming defeat at  the hands of  

his Republican opponent, W. B. Pine. The Okmulgee m i l 

l io n a i re  oilman had the endorsement of  the s ta te 's  Klan 

leadership and they helped elect  Oklahoma's second Republi

can United State 's  Senator.

Democrats dominated the other contests as they won 

six of eight  congressional seats and major i t ies in both 

houses of  the s ta te  l eg is la tu re .  Oklahoma voters went 

against the national  t id e  and provided Democrat Davis with  

a 30,000 vote margin over Republican Coolidge. As in the 

Senate race, the Klan dominated others across the state,  

in e a r l i e r  municipal e lect ions,  such as in Tulsa, Okmul

gee, and El Reno, Klan-backed slates swept into o f f i c e  or 

returned incumbents to t h e i r  seats .7® Areas of  Socialism 

and rural discontent demonstrated the greatest reluctance
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to support Klan candidates In the general e lect ion ,  and 

those same areas showed the greatest wi l l ingness to f o l 

low Farmer-Labor Union advice to support ant i -Klan candi

dates. Walton asked rural voters to vote solely on the 

question of  th e i r  opposition to the Klan. Agrarian rad i 

cal consti tuencies In regions of  high tenancy supported 

Walton and rejected town Klan e l i t e s . 7 9

The Knights celebrated th e i r  v ic tor ies  over the 

forces in the nation that they termed I r ish  Cathol ic,

Eastern, and Tammany Hall-dominated, as well  as thoroi/ n-
Rn1 y un-American. The order continued to dominate po ; :

ca1 o f f ices  in the state into 1925, but the Grand Dragon's 

attempt to push the Oklahoma Realm into the Republican 

p o l i t i c a l  camp ran counter to the desires of  normally 

Democratic voters and the Realm underwent a drast ic  de

c l ine  in power and membership. By 1926 the Klan was a 

dead issue in Oklahoma p o l i t i c s ,  except for isolated  

pockets, and once proud strongholds of  Klanism, l ik e  Mus

kogee and Okmulgee, placed ant i -Klan o f f i c i a l s  in o f f i c e  

in Apri l  municipal elect ions.  Good roads and highways to 

serve the expanding economy were more v o l a t i l e  issues 

than that o f  the K n i g h t s . I n  1928 the Klan's nemesis, 

a oro- l iquor  Roman Cathol ic,  ran for President as a Demo

crat  giving the Klan an excel lent  opportunity for propaga

t ion.  Imperial Wizard Evans v is i te d  Oklahoma Ci ty in late  

1927 to denounce A1 Smith but he spoke to small c r o w d s . ^2
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Oklahomans were uninterested In the Emperor's message. 

Candidate Smith drew larger crowds in the state.

Thv. Klan held pockets of  power in Oklahoma. I t  

continued to elect  county Democratic committee members 

in M u s k o g e e , a n d  the Governor conferred with Grand 

Dragon Zack Harr is about Democratic state appointments 

and the party chairmanship a f t e r  the Klan's choice was
O K

rejected.  Women of  the Klan put on a membership drive  

in the i r  communities two months before the national  po

l i t i c a l  conventions to secure WASP delegates. Klanswomen 

believed Oklahomans "should be on f i re "  over the Papal 

question, but they could gain no h e a dw a y .O k la ho m a ns  

could not be interested in the order.  Membership dwindled 

u nt i l  a dedicated three or four women in the i r  community 

served as the local Klanton.

In the elect ion of  1928 the questions of Demo

c r a t i c  candidate Smith's Eastern power base, advocacy of  

the repeal of  Prohibi t ion,  and re l igion  aroused not only 

the Knights, but Protestant ministers and temperance sup

porters.  For only the second time since statehood, Okla

homa voters supported the Republican president ial  hope

ful Herbert Hoover, and administered a decisive defeat  

to A1 Smith. Oklahoma Republicans made wide gains in 

public o f f i c e .  They swept into the State Supreme Court,  

into three United States House seats,  and formed a major i 

ty in the s ta te 's  lower house. The devastated Democrats
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turned on Governor Henry S. Johnston and joined his long

time vocal opposition to remove him from o f f i c e  in ear ly  

1929 on a charge of  general incompetency. For the second 

time the Klan shared in the impeachment process. Once 

again a ch ie f  executive tumbled as a resul t  of  Klan oppo

s i t i o n ,  but the demise of  the order was cer ta in ;  i ts  power 

waned s t e a d i1 y .
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CHAPTER VI I

THE FINAL REALM

The Knights and the Women's Klan organizations  

in the state faced serious problems even at  the height  

of th e i r  power and membership. The problems grew worse 

as membership declined.  External forces bore heavi ly on 

the orders,  especia l ly  the men's group because o f  a l l e g a 

tions of  violence from the klavern in the years 1922 and 

1923. Pu b l ic i ty  about the a l legat ions and the reaction 

of  individual  Oklahomans created r ival  organizations that  

d i r e c t l y  opposed the Klan. Governor Jack Walton claimed 

that in his attempt to end his impeachment and to hal t  

the hooded order 's power in the Sooner State,  he s o l i c 

i ted funds and support from 22,000 Americans and received 

35,000 responses in the forms of  l e t t e r s ,  telegrams, and 

telephone messages to his appeal for volunteers to f ight  

both the Klan and the l eg is la tu re .  He received about 

$10,000 as a resul t  of  the e f fo r ts  o f  his executive coun

c i l o r  who headed the ant i -Klan agi tat ion  within the gover

nor's mansion. ^

The reservoir  o f  Oklahomans disenchanted with the
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begowned order grew da i ly  as the revelat ions of  masked 

outrages continued to appear in the press. Those r e s i 

dents who opposed the Knights and feared i ts  power could 

j o in  several organizations that sprouted in the reaction 

to v i g i l a n t e  force beginning as ear ly  as 1922. Following 

the death of  Joe Carrol l  near Wilson in a Klan raid late  

in 1921 three Healdton men formed the Knights of  the V is 

ib le  Empire to oppose the Klan in Carter County. Others 

in that county could jo in  the Brotherhood of Men. A judge 

in Cordell formed the Sons and Daughters of  Liberty to 

stand against the Klan in his area.  Muskogee b r i e f l y  had 

a chapter of  the national  League of  L iber ty,  whi le  other  

Oklahomans in opposition to the Klan joined the local  

branch of  the national  Law and Order League, the local  

Ci t izens'  Club, the American Pa t r io ts ,  the United Workers,  

the farmer- labor unions, the Loyal Americans, the Sons of  

Val ley Forge, the Si lent  Watchmen, the Flaming C i rc le ,  

the Royal Blues, or the Anti-Ku Klux Klan All-American 

Association ( the T r ip le  A 's ) .  Foreign miners and a n t i -  

Klan miners formed the True Blue Americans, cal led the 

True Blues for short ,  in the region around Henryetta.

The Anti-Ku Klux Klan League formed in 1923 became the 

True Americans in late October o f  that year, then the V is 

ib le  Government League under Aldr ich Blake, Pat Nagle,  

and several other Socia l is ts ,  in November. F ina l l y ,  in 

December, fol lowing the revelat ions m i l i t a r y  t r ibunals
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formed under mart ial  law around the s ta te ,  the ant I -Klan  

organizat ions merged in an Oklahoma Ci ty convention into 

the Anti-Ku Klux Klan Associat ion,  a name used before for  

one ear ly  ant i -Klan group in the s ta te .  The larger group 

pledged to f ight  in the l e g is la tu re  for a strong a n t i -  

Klan b i l l  and to oppose the a c t i v i t i e s  o f  the hooded f r a 

t e r n i t y  throughout the s ta te .  The delegates claimed to 

represent over 25,000 Oklahomans and twenty d i f f e r e n t  ant i '  

Klan organizat ions from various parts o f  the state.

Usually the c o n f l i c t  between Klan and ant i -Klan  

in Oklahoma was confined to the exchange of  epi thets.

Ant i -Klan speakers denounced the threat  o f  "white ter ror"  

at  the same time that Klan speakers warned th e i r  l is teners  

that ant i -Klan forces were part  o f  a Communist "Red Tide" 

sweeping over the w o r l d . A n t i - K l a n  speakers appeared 

with such in tens i ty  that mayors found i t  necessary to ban 

them from giving ant i -Klan  speeches.^ Labor newspapers 

and speakers pointed out the obvious contradict ions in 

the Klan: " I t ' s  a f ra te rna l  order for the promotion of

s t r i f e ;  an empire for the promotion of  democracy; a crim

inal conspiracy for the upholding of  the law; a peace cru

sade by violence;  and a new sort of  C h r is t ia n i ty  that  

would f log Christ  for  being a Jew and a f o r e i g n e r . "5

Growing ant i -Klan  strength made Klan membership 

increasingly d i f f i c u l t .  A small town businessman and 

merchant suffered at  the hands of  Klan and ant i -Klan boy-
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cotts as each side r e t a l i a t e d  for presumed wrongs. The 

local p o l i t i c i a n  who had joined the Klan in the northern 

part o f  his county said the industr ial  and commercial 

center o f  power found his re -e lect ion jeopardized when 

he traveled to the southern, agr icu l tura l  area of  his 

county where Socialism had been strong before the F i rst  

World War and ant i -Klan  sentiment was r i f e .  The public  

revelat ions o f  al leged Klan violence made membership a 

l i a b i l i t y  as voter tastes changed in subsequent elect ions.  

As publ ic outrage at Klan misconduct spread and in te ns i 

f ied ,  Klansmen themselves became the objects o f  personal 

violence and threats o f  violence.  Boys in Ramona tore  

down a f i e r y  cross o f  the Klan and threatened further  

violence i f  the Klan continued to appear in publ ic.  The 

fol lowing year members of  the United Mine Workers Union 

surrounded a Klan meeting in Henryetta.  Klansmen q u ie t ly  

slipped away in the darkness,^ Members of  labor unions 

who had received threats from the Klan turned the tables  

and sent threats o f  th e i r  own to suspected Klan members 

in th e i r  communities. Anti -Klan organizat ions remained 

act ive in several parts o f  the state into 1926. Increas

ingly,  the hooded order was not held in the aura of  awe 

i t  formerly commanded and i ts  members received more and 

more taunts and jeers  in publ ic gatherings to th e i r  great  

discomfort.

Governmental o f f i c i a l s  applied external  pressure



223

on the Knights. The Oklahoma anti-mask law passed in late  

1923 made i t  an offense to at tack anyone under the cover 

of a disguise.  Governor Walton's ban on public meetings 

and parades halted those appearances for a short time in 

that same year unt i l  he was removed through impeachment. 

Sher i f fs ,  policemen, deputies,  and judges were under pres

sure to prove that they were not dominated from the Grand 

Dragon's headquarters in Oklahoma Ci ty .  The local o f f i 

c ia ls  had to be responsive to local const i tuents'  demands 

that the j u s t i c e  they dispensed was f a i r  and impar t ia l .  

Elected o f f i c i a l s  faced growing opposition from voters 

who demanded to know how they stood on the question of  

the Klan. Klan influence diminished and the p o l i t i c i a n  

was l e f t  on his own to explain his past record. A spokes

man at the 1926 Democratic State Central Committee meeting 

said only ten of  the seventy-seven counties in Oklahoma 

reported organized Klan a c t i v i t y . ^

The Oklahoma Realm perished from internal  disputes 

rather than from outside pressures. The most important 

problem the order faced in Oklahoma was i ts  steady in tern

al deter iora t ion  a f t e r  1923. Factionalism and charges of  

corruption of  the order 's goals led to a crumbling st ruc

ture.  Factional s t r i f e  upset the organizat ion's inner 

harmony beginning in 1922. In that year founder Wil l iam  

Joseph Simmons attempted to stay the e f f o r t  to oust him 

as Imperial Wizard at  the November Imperial Klonvocation.
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Klansmen In the Southwest who supported Simmons' claim to 

leadership threatened to secede from the national  organ

iza t ion .  Grand Goblin George Kimbro renounced his a f f i l 

iat ion with the Knights and formed a shor t - l ived  r ival  

order which he cal led the National Associated Klans of  

America.8 He denounced the crass material ism of  the new 

At lanta regime of  Hiram Evans and ca l led for a less auto

c r a t i c  organizat ional  structure.  Simmons establ ished his 

Kamelia order for women separate and apart from the At lanta  

Klan organization.

These consti tuted serious threats to Imperial  

leadership. Oklahoma Klansmen threatened to secede, and 

withheld $100,000 in funds that Imperial headquarters 

wanted.9 Imperial Klokard Wil l iam J. Mahoney of  At lanta  

arr ived in Oklahoma during March, 1923, to attempt to 

paci fy the Oklahoma membership. He headed o f f  the in 

surgency among the rank and f i l e  members with the pledge 

that the At lanta o f f i c e  was interested in th e i r  wel l -being  

and with references to the necessity for uni ty in the face 

of  the. imminent dangers posed to pat r io ts  from al iens and 

the di s lo y a l .

The Oklahoma Realm served as the leader in chal 

lenging the legit imacy o f  the Evans regime. Oklahoma 

Kluxers took the i r  order seriously and opposed usurpers 

In the At lanta headquarters. Great Titan Minor Merriwether  

of  Tulsa supported the Simmons faction in the power struggle
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and he accused Imperial Wizard Evans of  a power grab and 

of  despotism. He demanded that  Evans f i r s  Imperial K l a l i f f  

Fred Savage, whom he charged was secret ly  a Cathol ic and 

a former member of  the Knights o f  Columbus in New York 

Ci ty.  Merriwether also demanded that  a l l  other Imperial  

o f f i c i a l s  be f i r e d ,  that  the proposed cost ly memorial to 

Evans in his hometown of  Dallas be hal ted,  a stop to so

l i c i t a t i o n s  for the Confederate Memorial atop Stone Moun

ta in ,  and an immediate end to Evans' attempt to convert  

the brotherhood into a p o l i t i c a l  machine. Gross extrava

gance and g ra f t  were also part  of  the accusations.^^ The 

prest ige of  Merriwether,  a T i tan ,  and his co-complainant,

Dr. Wi l l iam E. Thompson, a former member of the Imperial  

Kloncil ium, lent credence to t h e i r  charges. Suit  followed 

countersuit  un t i l  on June 19 the Imperial Kloncil ium heard 

the charges. The highest body in the l e g is l a t i v e  hierarchy  

of the order sat as a t r ibunal  to hear the charges against  

t h e i r  leader. That group exonerated Evans completely,  p a r t 

ly because he had approved the members' appointments and 

large ly  because defendants Merriwether and Thompson did

not appear, as a sign of  t h e i r  contempt for the proceed- 
1 1mgs.

In an out -of -cour t  sett lement,  Evans and Simmons 

reached agreement in late A p r i l ,  1923, which l e f t  Simmons 

wealthy and Evans in e f fe c t i v e  control of  the national  

Klan. Many d is i l lus ioned Klansmen l e f t  the order,  includ
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ing George Kimbro, Wi l l iam Simmons, and many Oklahomans. 

Evans personally suspended Merriwether as a resul t  of  the 

l e t t e r ' s  charges against Imperial headquarters.^^ Former 

Imperial Wizard Pro Tempore Edward Clarke wrote President  

Calvin Coolidge l a te r  that  year and denounced the Klan as 

"a cheap p o l i t i c a l  machine" that also indulged in lawless

ness and asked for i t s  suppression.^^

The controversy over the p o l i t i c a l  involvement of  

the Knights led to i ts  greatest  loss in numerical strength.  

Revolt from within the organizat ion ended i ts  influence.  

Internal  rebel l ion f inished i ts  ef fect iveness as a v iable  

body in state a f f a i r s .  Charges of blatant  greed and graf t  

among the leadership had already harmed the Knights. The 

attempt of  the Oklahoma Grand Dragon to force the Klan in

to the fold of  the Republican Party when most members of  

the f r a t e r n i t y  were Democrats led to wholesale revol t .

Loyal Democrats would not abandon th e i r  p o l i t i c a l  a l legiance  

at  the command of  t h e i r  Realm leader. Loyalty to p o l i t i c a l  

party was stronger than loya l ty  to the mystic and exalted 

realm of the Knights. For a short time the Klan supported 

the Republicans in Oklahoma, Texas, Georgia, the North,  

and the Northwest in 1 9 2 4 . That  ran d i r e c t l y  counter 

to the desires of  many Oklahoma Klansmen who re luc tant ly  

abandoned the Democratic Party in 1924 over the Walton for 

Senate issue only to re a l i z e  subsequently that  they had 

been duped. The Grand Dragon had s p l i t  the Klan endorse-
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ment to assist  Walton's primary v ic tory  in order to se

cure a Republican v ic to r y  in the general e lect ion .  The 

Dragon's claim that his group was e n t i r e ly  neutral  in 

the primary proved hollow in the endorsement during the 

general e lect ion .  Despite the vociferous denunciations 

of  the Democratic pres ident ia l  candidate John Davis in 

1924 in the columns of  The Fiery Cross, many Oklahoma Klans

men strongly supported his bid.^^ They resented the smear 

campaign that the s ta te  Klan leaders ran against Davis.

Many Klansmen in the s ta te  resigned in protest to 

the p o l i t i c k in g  the leaders of  the Oklahoma Realm engaged 

in during the 1924 campaign. In resigning in November, 

Carleton Weaver, the Exalted Cyclops of Wilburton Klan 

Number Eighty-Seven, lambasted Grand Dragon Jewett for  

t ry ing  to enrol l  Oklahoma Klansmen In the Republican Party 

against the memberships' wishes and for prost i tu t ing  the 

f r a t e r n i t y ' s  purposes, as wel l  as for turning the order 

into a " p o l i t i c a l  machine." Moreover, Weaver would not 

forgive Jewett in his Fiery Cross e d i t o r ia l  for  ca l l ing  

Davis a " t r a i t o r "  during the campaign. His heated attacks  

on the Oklahoma Democratic Party,  the party Weaver pointed 

out that gave b i r th  to the doctr ine of  white supremacy, 

were in to lerab le  to the Klansman.^^

Washington E. Hudson e a r l i e r  rejected Jewett 's  

leadership in part isan p o l i t i c a l  matters,  but Hudson's 

cr i t i c isms went far ther  than merely p o l i t i c s  although the
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p o l i t i c a l  reasons were the most important. The prominent 

Tulsa at torney and state Senator formed what he ca l led  the 

Klan Kleanup Kommittee and sent Jewett eight demands for  

the improvement of  Oklahoma Klannishness. The demands 

centered around the dual problems of  p o l i t i c a l  manipula

tion and d ic t a t o r i a l  leadership. Hudson insisted that  

Jewett hal t  a l l  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t y  and cease spending Klan 

money on p o l i t i c s .  He wanted the order to return to be

nevolence and service and end ter ror  and a r b i t r a r y  leader

ship. The Senator wanted home rule for klaverns, freedom 

of speech, open elect ion of  o f f i c i a l s  through major i ty  

vote for posit ions l ik e  dragon and wizard rather than ap

pointments, and an end to a r b i t r a r y  suspensions of  members 

without t r i a l  by a Klan ju r y ,  as in the case of  the banish

ment of  Minor Merriwether.^^ Hudson was further angered 

with the wholesale admissions of  new Klansmen ant ic ipat ing  

the 1924 elect ion campaign, which let  undesirables into 

the order and made i t  unwieldy. Older members, who increas

ingly did not recognize the new faces in the lodge and f e l t
1 o

f rust rated  and powerless, dropped out o f  the Knights.

Wholesale i n i t i a t i o n s  began in the special l e g is 

la t i v e  session for the impeachment of  Walton and continued 

into the next year 's p o l i t i c a l  c o n t e s t s . O l d e r  members 

l ike  Hudson l e f t  the organization in disgust.  They saw 

much hypocrisy in the p o l i t i c a l  manipulations of  the mem

bership. Conceding that the Klan had done much good, es-
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pe c ia l l y  in Tulsa and Ardmore, the Klansmen who l e f t  the 

klavern for good denounced i t  as a gathering place for  

dupes who were f i n a n c ia l l y  exploi ted through constant as

sessments for char i tab le  structures never erected, memo

r i a ls  never b u i l t ,  and for worthy causes never consum-
O  Q

mated. The glar ing attempt on the part  of  the Klan 

leadership to pressure Klansmen to change th e i r  p o l i t i c a l  

a f f i l i a t i o n  from the party o f  the i r  grandfathers was too 

much to endure. Members allowed th e i r  dues to run out and 

did not renew them. Others paid dues re luc tant ly  but never 

returned to the lodge for a meeting. S t i l l  others resigned 

in disgust and complained that they "were taken in as many 

others were, not f u l l y  rea l i z ing  a l l  i t  meant.

Expectations did not l iv e  up to r e a l i t y  for Klan 

leaders who believed they would survive the internal  c r i s i s  

over p o l i t i c a l  involvement. Numerical strength dwindled 

u nt i l  i t  only matched that  of  the f i r s t  six months' mem

bership when the order began. Organizers expected 100,000 

loyal Oklahoma Klansmen to attend the state Klan meeting 

in Sulphur in mid-1924. A disappointing 2,500 showed up,^^ 

which embarrassed leaders and demonstrated the waning en

thusiasm for the sheeted order.  Worse was in store.  By 

the year 1925, the Tulsa Benevolent Association was no 

longer in o f f i c i a l  existence.  The exodus of  in f luen t ia l  

klavern members l ike  Wash Hudson and Minor Merriwether  

devastated Tulsa Klan Number Two; others joined the de-
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parture.  Groups sprang up in Oklahoma as r iv a ls  to the 

Knights and vied for the potent ial  p r o f i t  o f  recrui ts .

One of  them formed near Shidler  in la te  1924, and At lanta  

Klan headquarters sued the founders for launching a spur i 

ous organizat ion.^^ Zack Harr is  moved from Blackwell to 

Oklahoma Ci ty to begin his duties as the new Grand Dragon 

in 1927, but he presided over only a f ract ion  of  the f o r 

mer strength in numbers. He occupied a small and unas

suming o f f i c e  in the. Shops Building downtown.

The Women's Klan fared no bet ter  than i ts male 

counterpart.  The women's order began chronological ly  

l a te r  than the men's, but i ts  numerical strength peaked 

almost the same time as the Knights' ,  in 1925. Cherokee 

Women's Klan Number Forty-Three had s ix ty -n ine  members 

in September, 1925, at i ts  highest point ,  but rapidly  

declined thereaf ter  for the same reasons as the men's 

order.  Law sui ts over disposit ion of  monies, the connec

tion between the order 's highly paid imperial Klonsel 

James Comer and his w i fe ,  the Imperial Commander Robbie 

G i l l  Comer, and challenges over control of  the organiza

t ion l e f t  the membership fac t io na l ized ,  a l ienated,  unfu l 

f i l l e d ,  or ind i f fe re nt .^^  Membership losses staggered and 

bewildered the o f f i c e r s . I n  a short time the Women's 

Klantons dwindled to a skeleton membership. Cherokee Klan 

Number Forty-Three had only three act ive  members in mid- 

1928. To worsen the c r i s i s ,  the Women's Klan o f f i c i a l l y
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unmasked that year,  exposing the members to publ ic gaze.

The Knights also unmasked o f f i c i a l l y  in 1928, conferr ing  

the K-TRIO or Third Degree upon a l l  the remaining members.

The Knights made infrequent s t i r r in g s  in the state  

in the late 1920s, but for a l l  observers the organizat ion  

was dead. The In v is ib le  Empire was r e a l l y  in v is ib le .  The
o O

Grand Dragon claimed 7,200 members but few ever saw any 

evidence of  them. On occasion an Oklahoman received a l e t 

ter  threatening d i re  consequences from the Klan; one re

c ip ie n t ' s  home was burned two months a f t e r  he had received 

a l e t t e r  that such would h a p p e n . R u m o r s  of  night r iding  

and terrorism persisted in the state into 1928 with a t 

tendant threats to min or i t i es ,  but l i t t l e  evidence sur

faced of  white-capping a c t i v i t i e s .

P o l i t i c s ,  v iolence,  and fact ional ism combined to 

destroy the Oklahoma Klans. P o l i t i c a l  involvement pre

c ip i t a ted  rebe l l ion within the ranks which tore the order  

apart .  Other factors contributed to the dwindling numbers 

of Klansmen in the s ta te .  Many of  the most pressing fears 

of the leadership waned. The 1921 and 1924 immigration 

re st r ic t io n  acts dul led the issue of  a l ien  emigration to 

the United States.  The question of  Roman Catholics con

tinued to upset some 0k1ahomans--0klahomans voted for Re

publicans in 1928 and I 96O and against Cathol ic Democrats-- 

but s t i l l  others in the sta te  were not alarmed at t h e i r  

neighbors who preferred to attend Mass. Sober second
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thoughts revealed to devout Protestants that  th e i r  Scr ip

tures were s t i l l  intact  and not under the danger once as

sumed. The excessive claims of  Klokards, who in lectures  

on courthouse lawns told o f  the worst conditions mate

r i a l i z i n g  unless Klansmen moved quickly,  never in a c tu a l 

i t y  mater ia l i zed .  The scare- tac t ics  eventual ly had l i t t l e  

e f f e c t .  Listeners became inured to the predict ions of  

doom. Members wearied of  the constant pressure of  assess

ments for new crises and pro jects ,  the results of  which 

the rank and f i l e  membership only rare ly  saw. The r e la t i v e  

isolat ionism of  the decade of  the 1920s in the nat ion's  

foreign pol icy cooled much of  the Klan's superpatriot ism.  

There were many other p a t r i o t i c  and benevolent organiza

t ions that were far  less controversial  to which a Klans-  

man or woman could belong. The Klan member found that  

his or her Klectokon did not in fact  buy more pat r iot ism  

in the Klan than in other orders.  In many areas of  the 

sta te  membership reached the saturat ion point .  In prepa

rat ion for the 1924 p o l i t i c a l  contest the ro l ls  for i n i t i 

ates were thrown open. I t  often appeared that the only 

places Kleagles did not s o l i c i t  for new members were the 

j a i l s  and the asylums. Local regions of  potent ial  mem

bers were exploi ted un t i l  there were no more ava i lab le .  

F in a l l y ,  the material ism that  marked the 1920s overtook 

many of the orders'  members. Good roads replaced Klan a f 

f i l i a t i o n  in the fascinat ion of  many members who wanted
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to share in the prosper i ty of  an expanding economy.

The violence legacy of 1922 and 1923 haunted the 

Klan for the remainder o f  i ts  existence.  The revelations  

about mob violence and muti lat ions across the state l e f t  

a shadow of  doubt in the minds of  people who looked close

ly at the widening gap between the order 's professed 

ideals and the r e a l i t y  of  i ts  acts.  Despite the success 

of  the Knights over the executive of  the state in 1923, 

the spectre o f  doubt.about the order 's involvement in 

violence weakened claims of  law and order the Klan leader

ship made. The order never recovered the image Oklahoma 

a c t i v i t i e s  gave i t  in the two years of  1922 and 1923. 

Oklahoma gave the postwar Knights i ts  image of  terrorism 

as well  as the f i r s t  convictions in the nation during the 

1920s for night r iding under the white hood. Violence in 

Oklahoma was much more widespread than previously imagined 

and i ts  existence in such unprecedented amounts in the 

two-year period goes far  toward disproving the idea that  

the f ro n t ie r  or newly set t led  state was not as v io lent  

as myth has painted i t .  The lawlessness in the name of  

law and order in 1922 and 1923 was but an outgrowth of  

former strains of  violence under the leadership of wartime 

councils o f  defense, many members of  which shi f ted the i r  

al legiance to the Klan as soon as the Kleagles made thei r  

recruitment approach to th e i r  communities.

From time to time a f t e r  the decade of  the 1920s,
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the Klan has appeared for short periods of  time in Okla

homa but without the widespread appeal and awesome p o l i t i 

cal power i t  exercised in the e a r l i e r  era. As the Great 

Depression took hold of  the nation and Okies began the i r  

migration to the West Coast, the Klan was confined to i ts  

bir thp lace state and a few neighboring states in the Deep 

South. i t  had only about 100,000 members, less than the 

numerical strength of  the Oklahoma Realm at i ts  highest  

point .  Pat Henry, once a candidate for the Oklahoma Coun

ty Democratic Party chairmanship in 1928, looked a f t e r  

the Klan's a f f a i r s  during the lowest point o f  i ts  influence 

when an organized Klan structure did not ex ist  in the state  

between 1928 and 1933. J . W. Reed, a former Grand Dragon 

of  Nebraska and Colorado Klans, returned to Oklahoma a f te r  

an einht years' absence. He became Grand Dragon of  the 

Oklahoma Realm in February, 1933, and quickly set about 

r e v i t a l i z in g  the Realm. His e f fo r ts  led to a peak revival  

of one hundred and ten klaverns in the s t a t e , ^0 but member

ship was disappoint ingly low. Many lodges could not f ind  

enough members to f i l l  th e i r  roster of  o f f i c e r s .  Oklahoma 

City boasted of two klaverns, but they, too, suffered from 

indi f ference and low membership. Reed b u i l t  upon hold

overs from the e a r l i e r  era o f  Klan power in the state.  

Remnants l ingered in Oklahoma that served as bui lding  

blocks for the group's renaissance. in 1931, as one ex

ample, a Klan ju r y  in Carter County acquitted deputies
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for a l legedly  murdering a Mexican-Amer 1 can s t u d e n t , s o  

klaverns struggled to survive in isolat ion unt i l  a new 

drive took place.

Grand Dragon Reed recrui ted new members with  

speeches against the New Deal and i ts  programs in the 

s t a t e . H e  attacked the National Recovery Administra

t ion for i ts  radical ism which he said was leading America 

toward Communism, sovietism, and pres ident ia l  d i c t a t o r 

ship. He made al lusions to Jewish causes for the 1929 

Crash of the securi t ies market that inaugurated the de

pression, and he warned of  the danger of  coming Socialism 

and to ta l i t a r i a n is m  from the White House. He also spoke 

against lawlessness and union organizers.  The Dragon an

nounced that the Klan's purpose was to secret ly  inv e s t i 

gate Communism and radical ism among o i l  f i e l d  workers and 

teachers. In 1937 Reed proclaimed his order 's opposition 

to the al leged Communism of  the Congress of  Industrial  

Organizations in the state.  He suspected a l l  of  organized 

labor o f  d is lo y a l ty  and union with al ien importations.^^

The s ta te 's  leader also answered requests from 

the residents of  the state for assistance.  Easter pageant 

o f f i c i a l s  in the state requested the use of  Klan robes for  

the angels in th e i r  sunrise ceremony. Reed rejected the i r  

r e q u e s t . T h e  1930s closed with an item In th e i r  local  

newspaper that  told Klansmen that th e i r  one-time nemesis, 

the Roman Cathol ic Church, had purchased the old Simmons'
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mansion, Klan Krest.  The church used i t  for  the residence 

of  the Archbishop of  A t l a n t a . T h e  event passed v i r t u a l 

ly unnoticed in s ta te  klaverns.

Federal au th or i t i es  renewed th e i r  interest  in the 

Knights as American involvement in the 1939 European and 

Asian wars began to appear to be l i k e l y .  Some national  

Klan leaders f l i r t e d  closely with the German-American Bund 

which was in t imate ly  connected with the American Nazi Par

ty.  Some Klan members even claimed that the Nazis had 

copied t h e i r  ant i -Semit ism and salute and had p lagiar ized  

them for the Nazis'  own.^^ Federal o f f i c i a l s  feared that  

connections between the two organizat ions would jeopardize  

American secur i ty  in the event o f  warfare between America 

and Germany. At nearly the same time, ugly rumors about 

rural  Georgia Klan whippings proved true in 1940 in grand 

j u r y  probes. Governmental interest  in the order increased 

at the same time that  conservative Southern congressmen 

grew increasingly ag itated over the p o s s i b i l i t y  of  Commu

nism in the nat ion 's  federal  bureaucracy. Oklahoma Grand 

Dragon Reed joined the new Imperial Wizard, Wi l l iam Cole-  

scott ,  the national  secretary who stepped into the leader

ship on Evans' retirement in 1939, in appearances in 1941 

before the House Committee on Un-American A c t i v i t i e s  which 

investigated Communism in the United S t a t e s . ^7 Reed spoke 

on the growing menace of  organized labor and the imminent 

threat  the nation faced from the "Red borers."
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The advent o f  American intervent ion in the f i g h t 

ing of  World War II  drained much of  the membership from 

the Klan as the armed forces draf ted Oklahomans to contest 

the Axis Powers. Attent ion focused on the war e f f o r t  and 

not on Klan- re lated topics of  sovietism and subversion.

For a time, the once feared and attacked Russians were a l 

l ies o f  the United States.  That dampened c r i t i c is m  of  

th e i r  threat  to America. The federal  government had not 

lost interest  in the. Knights. In 1944, the Internal  Reve

nue Service f i l e d  a l ien of  $685,000^8 against the Klan 

for p r o f i t s  a l legedly  made during the 1920s that were 

never reported as income. In 1947 the Attorney General 

placed the Klan on the subversive and t e r r o r i s t  organiza

t ions'  l i s t ,  where i t  remains today. The close o f  the 

1940s capped the departure of  the Klan from Oklahoma with  

the announcement of  the purchase of  Beno H a l l ,  the Tulsa 

Klan headquarters, by the F i rs t  Pentecostal Church for  

i ts  Evangel ist ic T e m p l e .

In the years fol lowing the demise of  the hooded 

order under federal  tax assessment, murmurings of  the Klan 

s t i r  Oklahomans' memories. An occasional f i e r y  cross^^ 

or note with a threat  claiming Klan re tr ibut ion  for mis

conduct^^ appears in the state reviving the memory of  the 

power the order maintained over the l ives and a f f a i r s  of  

Oklahomans including even the Governor of  the Sooner State,

The la test  interest  in the order followed the
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furor over meeting places within the sta te  for a new o r 

ganizat ional  dr ive in la te  1971. Oklahoma Grand Dragon 

Lloyd Dalton French of  Tulsa u t i l i z e d  the legal e f fo r ts  

of  a George Wallace coordinator to attempt to gain a Mc- 

Alester  meeting place without s u c c e s s . H e  obtained 

other accommodations ear ly  the next year. About one hun

dred Oklahomans attended a Klan organizat ional  meeting in 

Richer in northern Ottawa County and an equal number 

gathered in a Tulsa motel to l isten to French introduce 

Imperial Wizard Robert Shelton who represented his own 

United Klans of  A m e r i c a , o n e  of  the f i f t e en  off-shoots  

under the sponsorship of  the Knights of  the Ku Klux Klan 

that appeared a f t e r  the 1954 desegregation decision of  

the United States Supreme Court. in A p r i l ,  1972, a United 

Klans' meeting in Tulsa hosted an organizat ional  r a l l y  for  

the National Christ ian Party.  A salesman for trade school 

education for veterans organized the r a l l y .

The Fiery Cross advocated "White Power" to Okla

homans as a response to the 1960s' Black Power movement 

among black m i l i t a n ts .  I t  vehemently opposed Jews, blacks,  

the Kennedys, Lyndon Johnson's c i v i l  r ights acts,  Martin 

Luther King's legacy, the United Nations, and f luor idat ion  

of drinking water.  I t  j u s t  as strongly supported Governor 

George Wallace, the instant k i l l i n g  by pol ice of  anyone 

damaging property,  the restorat ion of  prayer to public  

schools, and an African foreign pol icy for the United
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States that  consisted so lely of  deporting the nat ion's  

blacks to Af r ic a .  A r t ic le s  mentioned the National Social 

is t  White People's Party and mirrored the sentiment of  

the fol lowing poem from The Na t iona l is t  Magazine:

Give me your t i  red,
Your syphl i t i c  masses,
Yearning for a free r ide.
The wretched refuse of  
Your teeming shore.
The sick,  the lame, the lazy.
The f r i zzy -h a i r ed  Hotentot,
The scum, the bum, the whore.
Anything that can crawl,  swim.
Walk or make i t  by U. N. f l i g h t .
Anything, that is,  except ,
An i n t e l l i g e n t ,  healthy Wh i teman. ^

Today, the Klan a t t r a c ts  white males who are high 

school graduates or dropouts whose jobs range from lower 

middle class,  such as truck dr ivers or owners of  service  

stat ions,  to upper working class,  such as e lec t r i c ia ns ,  

night club bouncers, or auto mechanics. Former serv ice

men, they retain a strong attachment to the cadence and 

disc ip l ine  of  m i l i t a r y  service.  Many, in fact ,  serve in 

law enforcement professions. They are strongly re l ig ious ,  

usual ly Fundamentalists. Caught between rapidly r ising  

blacks and a r ig id  white power st ructure,  the modern Klans- 

man seeks by his membership to a t ta in  a feel ing of  superi 

o r i t y  over non-members. His fee l ing  of  f rust ra t ion  is 

p a r t i a l l y  sa t i s f ied  in the scapegoats the order points 

out to him. Racism is the mainstay of the Klan, but the 

order has changed from a movement as i t  was in the 1920s
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and a f t e r  to a mental i ty  t o d a y . I n  an attempt to ex

pand i ts  contacts the Klan for the f i r s t  time in i ts  h is 

tory ran a pres ident ial  candidate in the 1976 pres ident ia l  

elect ion campaign. However, he was not on Oklahoma's b a l 

lo t ,  so Oklahomans did not have an opportuni ty to express 

t h e i r  support for the Klan s la te .

Oklahomans share some of the fears and prejudices  

expressed in the appeals of  the Klan for new recru i ts .

Yet,  few jo in  the order.  I t  is prevented from expanding 

because of  popular indi f ference toward i t  or an a t t i t u d e  

on the part  o f  Oklahomans that views the organizat ion as 

a quaint anachronism, an oddity that  makes dinner table  

conversation more l i v e l y .  Part o f  the lack of  success 

of  Klan drives l ies in a more sophist icated a t t i t u d e  among 

residents toward the problems they face. Rigid segrega

tion is no longer a r e a l i t y  in the state.  Blatant white  

supremacy is no longer a ra l l y in g  cry,  or at  least other  

out lets  ex ist  for i ts  expression. The r ight-wing organiza

t ions in the s ta te ,  l ik e  the Liberty League, the John Birch 

Society,  and the American Party siphon o f f  some of  the a n i 

mosity. Anti -Semitism also is leaked and capped in less 

vio lent  groups than the Klan. Conservative elements w i t h 

in the two major p o l i t i c a l  par t ies  provide out le ts  for a n t i 

communist outbursts.  Organizations for p a t r i o t i c  and be

nevolent causes provide out lets  for  p a t r i o t i c  fervor ,  and 

they are not on the Attorney General 's l i s t  of  a c t i v e ly
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subversive groups l ik e  the Klan is.  Reserve groups of  

m i l i t a r y  personnel are out le ts  for those who desire to 

continue th e i r  m i l i t a r y  service without donning the cos

tume of  the Klan.

The single most important reason most Americans 

shun the Klan is i ts  record of  violence against c i v i l  

r ights workers and leaders since the end of  World War I I .  

The l i s t  o f  Americans slain at the hands o f  Klansmen in 

the South is a long one. During 1965, th i r teen  Klansmen 

were l inked with the deaths of  f i v e  people. Klansmen 

murdered three c i v i l  r ights workers in Phi ladelphia,  Mis

s iss ippi ,  then others k i l l e d  Mrs. Viola Liuzzo, the Rev. 

James Reeb, Medgar Evers, and p lot ted  to assassinate  

President John Kennedy. A man on the f r inge  of  the Klan, 

and a member of  the closely l inked National Socia l i s t  

White People's Party,  named James Earl Ray, was convicted 

of the k i l l i n g  of  Martin Luther King, J r . ^7

One of  the major causes for the Klan's v io lent  

image in the Twentieth Century was that organizat ion's  

experience in Oklahoma in the ea r ly  years of  the 1920s.

The Imperial Wizard proclaimed that  "the l i f e  and death 

of the Klan should stand on the 1922 record of  c r i m i n a l i t y  

in" Oklahoma or any other state where the Knights had a 

strong organizat ion.  Subsequent examination o f  that  

record revealed rampant night r iding through the Sooner
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State which tarnished the image of  the Knights as a law

and order body. The s i tuat ion  became so serious that  the

nat ional  leadership f e l t  compelled to intervene in the

s t a t e - - t h e  only time Imperial headquarters s p e c i f i c a l l y
49interfered in a state.

Kleagles stepped into the ferment of  a new state  

in 1920 and quickly ca p i ta l i zed  on the conditions they 

found. Postwar readjustments in manners and morals, a 

crime wave, o i l  boom condit ions,  and urban and rural  con

f l i c t s  combined to provide a f e r t i l e  f i e l d  for the Klan 

re c ru i te r .  The Knights pledged to regenerate mora l i ty  

and preserve Protestant re l ig ion  in the local community. 

The methods Klansmen employed, in violence and in p o l i 

t i c s ,  brought Oklahomans to the edge of  c i v i l  war on more 

than one occasion. As a part  o f  the Klan's pos i t i ve  im

pact upon the s ta te ,  the order slowed the r ise in the 

rate o f  crime, forced many local bootleggers temporari ly  

into other businesses, replaced several corrupt municipal  

o f f i c i a l s  wi th th e i r  own candidates, and blocked moÿt of  

the Farmer-Labor Reconstruction League platform in the 

Ninth Legislature.  Most o f  the Knights' e f fo r ts  within  

Oklahoma had a negative impact. Klan assistance impeached 

two governors. Residents of  counties divided between Klan 

and ant i -Klan  fact ions,  church congregations s p l i t  along 

simi la r  l ines ,  the s ta te 's  Democratic Party fa c t io n a 1ized 

b i t t e r l y  in 1924, and the confrontat ion between the two
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camps In the state led to bloodshed and deaths. The Klan 

f a i l ed  to win i ts  p o l i t i c a l  object ives.  Parochial schools 

were never banned, ant i -evolut ion  statutes did not survive,  

radical ism did not vanish from state p o l i t i c s ,  immigration 

did not completely cease, and local immorality,  vice,  and 

crime continued. F inancia l ly ,  the cost of  the Klan mem

ber was high. Chari table projects such as Klanhaven never 

reached completion, despite the regular assessments im

posed on members to finance i ts  construction.  Disputes 

over disposit ion of  monies undermined the uni ty of  the 

organizat ion.  The overal l  e f fects  o f  the Knights of  the 

Ku Klux Klan upon the state were harmful.  The internecine  

s t r i f e  engendered in the period of  i ts  greatest influence  

added to the turmoi1 of  a new state and provided more 

problems for residents to overcome. The Klan l e f t  a b i t 

ter  legacy.
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