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The Ku Klux Klan
In Grand Forks, North Dakota

WILLIAM L . HARWOOD

During the 1920s the Ku Klux Klan powerfully influenced
all levels of government in the United States. For example, its
strength helped to elect governors and U.S. Senators in eight
states. As a result of Klan efforts, Oregon voters in 1923
approved a measure prohibiting parochial schools from
teaching the first eight grades, and Portland Klan candidates
won seats on the city commission in the same year.^
This article is a case study of the Klan's pohtical activities
in Grand Forks, North Dakota, the trading center of the
fertile whcatlands of the northern Red River Valley. Here, the
local Klan followed the national trend toward political success
by electing its adherents to both the school board, in 1924,
and the city commission, in 1924 and 1926. Its majority on
the commission in 1926 enabled it to fire several city
employees whom the Klan considered undesirable. In 1926
the two Klansmen on the school board helped to approve
compulsory daily Bible readings in the pubUc schools.
Frederick Lewis Allen has described the membership of
the Klan in Only Yesterday, a standard work on the United
States of the 1920s, as an unprosperous group of native-born
rural Protestants.^ On the other hand, in a more recent study
of the Klan, Kenneth T. Jackson contends that the
1. David M. Chalmers, Hooded Americanism: The First Century of the Ku
Klux Klan, 1865-1965 (Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday & Company, 1965), p. 89.
2. Frederick Lewis Alien, Only Yesterday (New York: Harper Bros., 1931)
p. 67.
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organization's urban strength was appreciable and perhaps
even as great as its strength in rural areas.-^
The situation in Grand Forks did not conform to either of
these contentions. Klan officers and other leading members
came largely from the upper echelons of the business
community. In 1920 the town of 14,010 was neither rural
nor metropolitan, nor did its Catholic minority go unnoticed
by the Protestant majority, who felt the Catholics were a
clear threat to the longtime Protestant dominance in civic
affairs. Since Catholics constituted only one-fifth of the
population, they represented no more than a weak challenge
to the Protestants."* The public schools were one front where,
in the view of the Klansmen, the threat presented itself, and,
indeed, the Roman Church had taken over the public schools
in two villages north of Grand Forks.^ Furthermore. Henry
O'Keefe, Jr., a Catholic, served as the head of the city
commission from 1920 to 1926.
Campaigning on an anti-Catholic platform, the Klan
achieved control of this body in 1926, when four of its
members served on the five-member commission. These
electoral successes marked the apogee of Klan influence, and
by the end of the decade, the Ku Klux Klan was no longer a
potent political force in Grand Forks. This decline of local
Klan power coincided with the weakening of the Klan
nationally.
The investigation of a secret organization inevitably
encounters special problems with sources. Although Klan
leaders were publicly identified and openly espoused political
positions, rank-and-file membership and many organizational
activities were matters of secrecy for which no records are
available. There are no known Klan archives or files of North
Dakota Klan publications. The student is forced to rely on
3. Kenneth T. Jackson, The Ku Kiux Klan in the City: ¡9I5-Î9M) (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 241.
4. Grand Forks Herald, 29 Apr. 1922, p. 10.
5. F. Halsey Ambrose, sermon preached at the First Presbyterian Church,
Grand Forks, North Dakota, 20 April 1924. Stenographic transcription preserved
in the Ku Klux Klan File, Grand Forks Herald, Grand Forks, North Dakota.
(Hereafter cited as Ambrose Sermon, 20 April 1924.)
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hostile newspaper accounts and advertisements paid for by
Klansmen and on that always suspect historical source,
personal interviews. Despite these limitations, it is possible to
construct a record of the Klan's political activity in Grand
Forks during the 1920s. This study attempts to make that
construction and to interpret its significance.

NATIVISM AND GRAND FORKS

The anti-Catholic, anti-Semitic, anti-ahen sentiments of the
Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s were not isolated phenomena in
American history. They were tenets of nativism, which may
be defined as ''intense opposition to an internal minority on
the grounds of its foreign (i.e., 'un-American') connections,"
with the purpose of destroying *'the enemies of a distinctively
American way of life."^
The first politically effective riativist organization in the
United States was the anti-Catholic Know-Nothing party. It
reached its high point in 1855, when six Know-Nothing
•governors won election.' From the outbreak of the Civil War
until the social crises of the 1880s. nativism was of little
significance in the United States. After 1886. however, strikes,
mass boycotts, and the "new immigration" from largely
non-Protestant southern and eastern Europe signaled the
opening of an era of social discontent and the revival of
nativism as a major force in America. The most powerful
nativist group of this period was the American Protective
Association, formed in 1887 in Iowa. It reached its peak in
membership in 1893, when half a million Protestants had
joined to combat what was. at least to them, a real threat
from the Roman Catholic hierarchy to the American public
schools and to the integrity of American governmental
institutions.^ Tbe organization failed nationally, as it did in
6. John Higham, Strangers m the Land: Patterns of American Nativism,
¡860-1925 (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1955), p. 4.
7. Higham, Strangers in the Land, pp. 7, 13.
8. Ibid., pp. 34, 63, 62.
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Grand Forks.^ to exert a powerful political force in 1894.
and it died out completely by 1898.^°
Nationally organized anti-Catholicism lapsed until after
World War 1, when it reappeared in the form of the revitalized
Ku Klux Klan. The original Klan had been founded in 1865
in Pulaski, Tennessee, with the sole purpose of returning the
Negro to the fields and restoring prewar leaders to power. A
secret, nightriding organization, this Klan had enjoyed limited
success. Local groups, called klaverns. were too free from the
control of their leader. General Nathan Bedford Forrest, the
Imperial Wizard. He formally disbanded the Klan in 1869, but
due to changing conditions and martial law. the Klan became
one of the most treasured memories of the South. "
With the publication in 1905 of The Clansman, a
historical romance of the Ku Klux Klan by Thomas
Dixon, Jr., the process of refounding the organization began.
The novel pictured the Klan as the savior of white
womanhood and of Southem civilization. D. W. Griffith
brought the book to the screen as his 1915 epic film The
Birth of a Nation. It played to packed houses all over the
country and created a sensation in Grand Forks, where it ran
for a week in December 1915. ^^ The movie's favorable
portrayal of the old Klan made the public of the 1920s more
receptive to the revitalized version.
Colonel William J. Simmons, an Atlanta Methodist
minister who had turned to the selling of wares for fraternal
organizations, had been planning a revival of the Klan for
many years. Capitalizing on the publicity given the
long-defunct group in The Birth of a Nation, he gathered a
few original Klansmen and some Atlanta businessmen on
Stone Mountain, sixteen miles east of Atlanta. Here they
refounded the Invisible Empire on Thanksgiving Eve 1915. It
9. Grand Forks Daily Plaindcaler, 17 Apr. 1894, p. 4.
10. Higham, Strangers in the land, pp. 86, 108.
11. Chalmers, Hooded Americanism, p. 2.
12. Grand Forks Herald, I Dec. 1915. p. 10.
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was basically a white. Protestant fraternal organization, not
anti-Catholic, as it later became.
During its expansion alter 1919, the Klan exploited the
tone of intolerance set by the Red Scare of 1919 and 1920.
This national anti-radical and anti-alien hysteria grew from the
residue of the government's propaganda efforts against the
Germans during the war and from the success of the
Bolshevik Revolution in Russia and the labor unrest which
followed in the United States. This Klan used the high pitch
of emotional frenzy, expanding its targets to include
un-American elements whether they be left-wing radicals, such
as the Nonpartisan Leaguers of North Dakota, or Catholics
associated with the Pope in Rome.
They had revived only a few thousand members when, in
1919, Edward Young Clarke and Mrs. Elizabeth Tyler joined
Simmons to form the Southern Publicity Association to
promote the Klan. By June I 920 the Klan had grown into an
aggressively anti-Cathohc nativist movement. Organizers
offered the Klan as the remedy for the ills of a community.
Favorite targets were Negroes, Jews, Catholics, Orientals, and
aliens. The Klan also accepted the challenge of dope,
bootlegging, dishonest business practices, and all other forms
of immorality.^-* Shrewdly appealing to nativist sentiments,
salesmen promoted the Kian as a white, Protestant, gentile,
American fraternal organization for perpetuating the "ideals
handed down to them by their American, Protestant
forefathers who drafted the Constitution of our Country." ^'*
The Klan professed devotion to Christian ideals, moral
cleanliness, and the sacredness of the home. It claimed to
oppose the Catholic Church solely on political grounds,
stating tbat the political influence of the Pope in Rome
prevented the assimilation of Catholics as good Americans.^^
13. Chalmers, Hooded Americanism, pp. 28-31.
t4. Voice of the Knights of the Ku Klux Kian, vol. 1, no. 1 (a piiblicity sheet
issued by the Grand Forks Ku Klux Klan, 2t Feb. 1923.) Ku Klux Klan File, Orin
G. Libby Manuscript Collection, University of North Dakota Library. Grand Forks,
North Dakota. (Hereafter cited as KKK Publicity Sheet.)
15. Chalmers, Hooded Americanism, p. U l .
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To the loyal Klansmen. each Catholic elected to office
hastened the day of a papal takeover. '^
The public schools seemed especially vulnerable targets for
Catholic control. Here, future citizens received their training:
so any Catholic influence would aid the cause of the Pope. To
keep the country Protestant, the Klan promoted reading the
Protestant Bible daily in pubhc schools.
By adapting its appeal to local conditions in each area it
penetrated, the Klan grew rapidly to a national membership
of about one-hundred thousand by the summer of 1921. A
Klan salesman first identified the Klan with the Protestant
tradition of the region he sought to develop. As was true in
Grand Forks, the leading Protestant minister in a town was
usually the first contact. The salesman offered the minister a
free membership and the privilege of acting as a kleagle. or
local Klan recruiter. Hundreds of ministers accepted the offer,
becoming high officers in local klaverns or even national Klan
lecturers.'^
In July 1921 the Klan started operations in South Dakota
with the Nonpartisan League as its target, thus demonstrating
the Klan's anti-left wing nature and provoking the usual
reaction of the Grand Forks Herald. The paper, a vociferous
opponent of the NPL, applauded the Klan's anti-league
efforts, although it preferred that a non-secret organization
carry on the work.'^
About the same time the Klan was organized in South
Dakota, a Klan promoter came to Grand Forks from Indiana.
The first minister he approached to organize the Klan locally
was the pastor of the First Presbyterian Church, the Reverend
F. Halsey Ambrose.^^ Considering the record Ambrose had
established as a spellbinding orator, an indomitable opponent
of the Roman Catholic Church, and an agitator for stricter
16. Jackson, The Ku Klux Klan in the City, p. 21.
17. Chaimers, Hooded Americanism, p. 34. One such lecturer-minister came to
Grand Forks in 1926. Grand Forks Herald, 14 Feb. 1926, p. 2.
18. Grand Forks Herald, 1 July 1921, p. l;editoriai, ibid., 2 July 192i, p. 4.
19. Interview with Anonymous Source A, 22 June 1968, Grand Forks.
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enforcement of prohibition, this choice was natural. He was
also a fundamentalist and a booster of the nativist sentiments
of white Protestant Americanism.
Frederick Halsey Ambrose was bom around 1889,^^* the
son of Scottish immigrants.^' He came to Grand Forks with
neither a college nor a divinity degree, although he claimed to
be a graduate of Allegheny College. Meadville, Pennsylvania,
and of Westminster Theological Seminary. Westminster,
Maryland." In 1908 or 1909 he served as a "supply"
minister at Carrollton, a small village five miles east of
Westminster.'^^ From Maryland, Ambrose moved to the small
town of Footville, Wisconsin, where the Madison Presbytery
enrolled him as a Presbyterian minister. From 1913 to 1918
he was the head of the First Presbyterian Church in
Marshfield, Wisconsin, where he doubled the church
membership and took an active part in prohibition and
patriotic activities.^" He came to Grand Forks in 1918 with
this hearty recommendation from a Presbyterian minister in
Madison. Wisconsin: "You will have a very vigorous preacher,
an active pastor and citizen. 1 predict a successful ministry in
your city for him." ^^
These prophetic words came true. On 7 September 1918,
Ambrose assumed his pastoral duties at the First Presbyterian
Church in Grand Forks, the only church of this denomination
20. Interview with Dr. George Hariman, Grand Forks, 24 June 1968. He
estimated this birth date from Ambrose's approximate age when the minister
returned to Grand Forks for hospitalization in 1939.
21. Ambrose Sermon, 20 April 1924.
22. Grand Forks Herald, 13 Oct. 1931, Dollar Day section, p. 8. D. F. Ross to
Samuel Torgerson. 20 October 1931, Samuel Torgerson Papers, Orin G. Libby
Manuscript Collection, University of North Dakota Library, Grand Forks, North
Dakota. Ross was the registrar of Allegheny College. H. L. Elderdice to Torgerson,
26 October 1931, Torgerson Papers. Elderdice was the president of the seminary.
23. W. P. Davies to Julius Bacon, 7 February 1924, Ku Klux Klan File. Grand
Forks Herald. Davies was the editor of the paper and Bacon the manager.
24. Rev. George E. Hunt to Torgerson, 31 March 1919, Torgerson Papers. Hunt
was a Presbyterian minister in Madison, Wisconsin, who informed Torgerson of
Ambrose's activities in Wisconsin; Grand Forks Herald, 7 Sept. 1918, p. 8.
25. Hunt to Toigerson, 4 Sept. 1918, Torgerson Papers.
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in town.^^ It ranked below the Methodist and far below the
Lutheran churches in size and intluence. Membership had
slumped from a high of 606 in 1916 to 484 in 1918. Giving
was only $8,275.00 in the latter year. By 1925 membership
had reached 1,003, nearly equalling that of the Methodist
Church, and benevolences $20.377.85. As in his two previous
churches, Ambrose built membership to all-time highs,
thereby living up to his Wisconsin record and promise. ^^
Ambrose met the requirements for a Ku Klux Klan
organizer admirably by establishing his popularity and his
conservative nature. For years some 1,200 people of all
denominations filled the Presbyterian sanctuary for his
Sunday night services. No other Protestant minister in town
a p p r o a c h e d this attendance record. A professional
stenographer took down every word he said, and he always
had a stack of books at his side to document every point. ^^
He advertised the evening's topic on the bottom edge of the
front page of the Saturday evening and Sunday morning
editions of the Grand Forks Herald. He ridiculed modernism
in religious thought and the teaching of evolution, or "fool
science."^^ Through his efforts two faculty members of the
University of North Dakota in Grand Forks were fired,
although two others, Orin G. Libby, professor of history, and
John M. Giiiette, professor of sociology, resisted his efforts
until their retirement in the late 1940s. •^'^ They had all
supported the efforts of the Nonpartisan League, which
Ambrose had labeled "Socialist" and "Bolshevist."^i In 1919,
26. Grand Forks Herald, 7 Sept. 1918, p. 8.
27. Minutes of the Session, Grand Forks Presbyterian Church.
28. Interview with Anonymous Source B, 21 February 1968, Grand Forics.
29. Torgerson to Hunt, 25 March 1919, Torgerson Papers.
30. Louis G. Geiger, University of the Northern Plains: A History of the
University of North Dakota. 1883-1958 (Grand Forks: University of North Dakota
Press, 1958), pp. 305, 303, 409.
31. Torgerson to W. H. Matthews, 27 March 1920; Torgerson to Prof
A. H. Fehlandt, 18 February 1920; Torgerson Papers. Matthews preceded Ambrose
at the Grand Forks church, and Fehlandt was an economics professor at Ripon
College, Ripon, Wisconsin.
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Ambrose, with the aid of the Grand Forks Herald, further
attacked the League by publishing the pamphlet "A Sermon
on Applied Socialism," which sold over five thousand copies
in two weeks.
Ambrose fulfilled the Klan anti-Catliolic requirement by
denouncing Roman Catholics from the pulpit. He castigated
the Irish Catholics for meddling in American politics
and
denounced Grand Forks attorney Henry O'Keete. Jr.. a
Catholic, who lost the local mayoralty race to a Protestant
physician. Dr. Henry Wheeler, by only 28 votes out of 2,900
cast.^^ In September, Grand Forks changed to a commission
form of government, and O'Keet'e was elected city
government head over a Protestant, thus giving Ambrose a
"problem" to solve, which he did in 1926.^'*
Ideologically, therefore, Ambrose was suited for Klan
leadership. No minister in Grand Forks could match his facile
speaking ability and his attendance-drawing ability for Sunday
evening meetings. He was politically and theologically
conservative. He advocated 100 percent Americanism, fought
the Roman Catholic Church, agitated against sin and radicals,
and promoted belief in Anglo-Saxon racism.
What were the conditions in Grand Forks tliat permitted
Ambrose and the Kian to exert such a strong intiuetTce? The
Grand Forks Klan was founded on the premise that unless
Protestant Americans organized to bait the growth of Catholic
power, members of that faith would dominate the town
pohtically. These contentions do not correspond to the actual
conditions in Grand Forks in the early 1920s, for neither the
town's foreign-born nor its Catholic residents presented real
threats to the native-born Protestant whites. By the fact that
77.7 percent of the town's 14.010 inhabitants were native
white Americans, Grand Forks corresponded to the general
32. Grand Forks Herald, 9 Apr. 1920, p. 4; ibid., 13 Apr. 1920, p. 1.
33. Ibid.. 16 Mar. 1920, p. 5. Occupational information on all person's in this
article comes from the 1919, 1921, 1923, and 1925 e'^itions of the Grana Forks
and East Grand Forks City Directory (Fargo, N.D.: Pettibonc Directory Co.)'34. Editorial, Grand Fortes Herald, 18 Mar. 192Ü, p. 4; ibid.. 1 July 1920, p. I;
ibid., 26 Sept. 1920, p. 1.
.
•
•

'
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typo of Klan town in the Midwest. Foreign-born whites
accounted for 22 percent, or 3.084 residents. There were only
27, or 0.2 percent. Negroes.-^^
Fven if they voted as a bloc. Catholics could not have
dominated the politics of Grand Forks. According to the
1922 religious census, the Lutherans were the largest single
denomination, with 4,014 members. Next came the Roman
Catholics with 2,835. Just about equalling the Lutheran total
were five Protestant denominations Methodist. Presbyterian,
Baptist, Hpiscopal, and Congregational-with a combined total
of 4,125, while other non-Catholic Christian faiths totalled
583. There were 387 Jews.^^ Thus, although there was a
substantial minority of Cathohcs, this group by itself was not
large enough to challenge the Protestant domination of civic
politics.
By tar the greater part of the city's elected officials were
also Protestants. For example, only one Catholic served on
the fourteen-member city council in 1919, and in the same
year two Catholics sat on the school board. The sole Catholic
still on the board in 1922 did not run for reelection that
year. Henry O'Keefc. Jr.. elected to the city commission in
1920, was the only Catholic on the five-member board
between 1920 and 1926. Although four Catholics sat on the
seven-member park board in 1919, there were only two left in
1922. The only other scats of power which Catholics held
were the posts of city justice and police magistrate, both of
which positions were filled by the same two Catholics at
various times during the 1920s. Except in the city judiciary.
Catholics were not in power, nor were they on the verge of
gaining power. The Klan. therefore, was not organized solely
for political reasons.
The only other meaningful explanation for the rise of the
Klan in Grand Forks must be that its leader, F. Halsey
Ambrose, had sufficient charisma to convince the businessmen
of Grand Forks and his gullible listeners on Sunday nights
that the town's Catholics presented a threat to their liveli35. U.S.. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Fourteenth Census
of the United States. 1920: Population., vol. 2.
36. Grand Forks Herald, 29 Apr. 1922. p . 10.
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hoods. It seems reasonable to conclude that the local Klan
was a politically oriented, anti-Catholic force which, in reality,
had nothing to fear. In accepting the Klan on that basis.
Grand Forks was no different from thousands of other
communities in the Midwest ofthe 1920s.
The Grand Forks Klan differed in one respect, however.
from the accepted picture of the Klan in that its leaders were
members of the substantial business community. In general,
they were not the unprosperous country Protestants who
Frederick Lewis Allen claimed they were. An analysis of Klan
leaders and influential members reveals that Klansmen in
Grand Forks came from nearly every type of business: three
were bank officials; three were owners of real estate and
insurance firms; seven owned stores; two owned hotels; three
were lawyers; one was a doctor, one an architect, and one a
clergyman; six were owners of contracting supply and service
firms; and there were two salesmen, two barbers, one farmer,
and one bookkeeper on the roster. ^^ With the exception of
the last group, these men belonged to the comfortable middle
class, or even the upper class, of the town. Under Ambrose,
they made the Kian in Grand Forks a potent political force.
One factor contributing to the growth of the local Klan
was the publicity it received. The group needed time to grow
before it endorsed men for office; thus, in the early 1920s the
Ku Klux Klan gained wide notoriety for itself, setting the
stage for its emergence as a fully developed political force.
The Grand Forks Herald first reported a local Klan
meeting in September 1922. The tone of this article shows
that the paper did not yet see the Klan as a disturbing force
in the town;
A Konclave of the Grand Forks Knights of the Ku Klux Klan or its
equivalent was held 22 miles west of Grand Forks city iast night.
Despite the rain and the muddy roads the Kniglits held forth in all
their glory. It is suspected tliat their white niglities were not heavy
^ to shed the rain but a Konclave was held nevertheless. ^^
37. Fargo (N.D.) Fontm, 3 Oct. 1923, p. 9; Grand Forks Herald, 12 Feb. 1926,
p. 1; ibid.. 2 Apr. t924, p. 1; ibid., 13 Apr. 1924, p. 1; editorial, ibid., 28 June
1924, p. 4; ibid., 7 Apr. 1926, p. 1. All of these citations name members of the
Klan or office seekers who earned its endorsement.
38. Grand Forks Herald, 12 Sept. 1922, p. 16.
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Undoubtedly, the Klan received its first noteworthy
statewide publicity when Ambrose testified on behalf of the
Klan at the 1923 state legislature in Bismarck. State senators
introduced a bill on 10 January 1923 aimed at curbing the
Klan. This measure proposed to outlaw the wearing of a mask
or regalia which concealed the identity of the wearer except
when such a mask was worn inside a building or by a person
less than fifteen years old.
On 23 January, Ambrose spoke for more than an hour at
the crowded Bismarck district courtroom. Opening his
remarks, he pointed out that no Klansman had ever been
convicted of a crime committed while wearing Klan regalia.
The law. he continued, would prevent the Klan from holding
meetings in a grove it had leased near Arvilla, a village fifteen
miles west of Grand Forks. He implied that the hundreds of
Klansmen in Grand Forks and around the state were pillars of
the community. He maintained that only the Klan was
preventing a tide of immigrants from overwhelming American
civilization on the eastern coast of the United States and that
it had to remain secret to grow and to do its valuable
work.'*'^ After this testimony, the senate passed the bill with
only six dissenting votes.'*' and the house did likewise by a
wide margin.'^•^ Governor R. A. Nestos signed it into law,
thereby earning him the enmity of Klansmen.'*^
The Grand Forks Klan capitalized on this chance for
publicity by distributing a broadside entitled Voice of the
Kiiight.s of ¡¡IV Ku Klux Klan to newspapers all over the state.
It contained only standard Klan sentiments and had no news
of Grand Forks or statewide Klan activities.'*'^ The subject of
39. Ibid., 11 Jan. 1923, p. 1.
40. Ibid., 24 Jan. 1923, p. 1.
41. Ibid., 25 Jan. 1923, p. 4.
42. Ibid., 28 Jan. 1923, p. I.
43. Ibid., 6 Feb. 1923, p. 1. In spite of condemning Ambrose editorially (ibid.,
25 Jan. 1923, p. 4), the paper gave his testimony and the bill front-page banner
headline coverage.
44. KKK Pubücity Sheet.
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the Klan was also debated that winter at the University of
North Dakota, where one of the members of the winning
pro-Klan team, Ronald Davies, was a Catholic/^
The first fruits of Klan expansion came in the fall of
1923, when a thousand Klansmen gathered in a mowed field
twenty miles west of Grand Forks to hear Ambrose deliver an
address and to install the "American Club" of nearby
Larimore as the second klavern, or Klan chapter, in the state.
Three hundred carloads of Klansmen, 150 to 200 from Grand
Forks, watched the burning of three crosses and a pile of
straw. When the flames were blazing high, Ambrose delivered
his principal address, emphasizing the patriotism of the Klan
and its desire to accomplish its work in peace. The Grand
Forks Herald, not having reported any local Klan meetings
since the previous September, said that he next administered
the prehminary ritual for the initiation of the prospective
Klansmen.'*^
The next day Ambrose claimed that the Herald had erred
in naming him the one who had administered the oath, and
he demanded a retraction of the entire article. The paper
admitted its factual error but contended that the Klan had
violated state law by having its members appear in public with
their faces covered. It did not retract the remainder of the
article. This incident illustrates the faulty reporting by that
paper, which Ambrose later used to demonstrate its
unreliabihty in reporting Klan activities.**^
The first phase of the campaign was now effectively
completed. With 500 members,'*^ the Grand Forks Klan had
sufficient numbers to exert considerable force in local politics.
The "issues" had been drawn, the enemy identified. The stage
was set for political activity on the part of tbe Klan.
45. Grand Forks Herald, 20 Feb. 1923, p. 5; ibid., 1\ Feb. 1923, p. 5; ibid., 27
Feb. 1923, p. 10; ibid., p. 5.
46. Ibid., 8 Sept. 1923, p. 1.
47. Ibid., 9 Sept. 1923, p. 1. On the previous 7 January he called the paper a
"moulder" of public opinion. Ibid., 7 Jan. 1923, p. 1.
48. Fargü Forum, 24 Sept. 1924, p. 2.
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KLAN SUCCESSES IN GRAND FORKS POLITICS

Following its founding in 1921, the Grand Forks Ku Klux
Klan grew as a result of publicity and Ambrose's appeals to
the anti-CatboHc prejudices that its members must have
harbored. Not until 1924, however, did the local Klan have
strength enough to intluence elections. There were four in
1924: (1) Elections for civic officiais and a referendum on
municipal power plant bonds; (2) a school board election;
(3) a primary election; and (4) the general state fall election.
In the last two contests, the alleged Klan membership of
Arthur Sorlie of Grand Forks, candidate for governor, was an
issue.
In 1924, the Grand Forks City Commission decided to ask
the voters to approve issuing bonds to build a municipal
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power plant. The Klan and Ambrose supported the issue, '*^
which a record turnout of 4,809 passed by a two-to-one
margin. The Klan endorsement may have had an effect. For
example, the heavily Lutheran third precinct of the seventh
ward favored the bond issue 146 to 38, and the
Klan-endorsed candidates won in that district by the same
margin in the civic election being held concurrently. But
inasmuch as the voters normally passed bond issues, the
approval might have come without Klan support. ^^
In the same election, at least two of the successful
candidates for civic offices had KJan support. The election of
Joseph H. Solstad, a hardware salesman and an incumbent city
commissioner, could have been claimed by tbe Klan to
represent a victory for its forces, but this claim has certain
weaknesses. The results of the election for two commission
seats were as follows:
John J. Turner
2,766
Joseph H. Solstad 2,710
A. A. Westeen
2,434
Solstad, the Klan candidate, was elected, as was Turner,
vice-president of a sash and door firm, running without Klan
endorsement, who piled up the largest vote. Westeen, a
physician and a partner of the husband of Mrs. E. C.Haagenson,
an anti-Klan candidate in the school board election, ran last. In
the election for city justice, the Klan endorsed Horace G.
Webster, an insurance salesman, who received 2,403 votes to
2,230 for Phil McLoughlin, a Catholic and the incumbent. Thus,
the Klan achieved its first local political victory, ehminating a

49. Ambrose Sermon, 20 April 1924. John M. Gillette to Henry Brush. 13 April
1924, John M. Gillette Papers, Orin G. Libby Manuscript Collection, University of
North Dakota Library, Grand Forks, N.D.
50. Grand Forks Herald, 2 Apr. 1924, p. 1. According to C. F. Peterson, a
Catholic lawyer in Grand Forks since 1921, the main accompbshment of the Kian
was to organize the Norwegians who lived in this large voting area. They generally
voted the way Ambrose told them. This article uses this ward as the standard to
demonstrate Klan involvement in an election. Interview with Peterson, 23 June
1968, Grand Forks, N.D.
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Catholic from office and reelecting one of its members to the
city governing body.
In contrast to this relatively quiet election, the school
board election three weeks later received the greatest publicity
the Grand Forks Herald ever gave the Reverend F. Halsey
Ambrose and the local Ku Klux Klan chapter.
The contest started quietly on 20 March 1924. when
Leslie Stinson, owner of a Chevrolet franchise, announced his
candidacy for the school board. His running mate, E. A.
Arhart, owned a jewelry store.^-^ Both men had the support
of the Klan. Four days later, Mrs. E. C. Haagenson. a
physician's wife, and Mrs. J. G. Moore, wife of a retired
Methodist minister, announced themselves as opposition
candidates for the same offices.^ The incumbents, banker
Samuel Torgerson and Mrs. John Gillette, wife of the
University of North Dakota sociology professor, chose not to
run. Mrs. Gillette's decision was made in spite of Ambrose's
offer of Klan endorsement. This offer was apparently made
because she had attended some of his services and had shown
approval of some of his policies. ^"^
In his Sunday evening service of 6 April 1924, Ambrose
opened his attack on the two women, charging that they were
pawns of the Catholics ^^ and that the Catholic threat to the
public schools was the main issue in the campaign.^^ He used
this alleged Catholic support to demonstrate that the women
were not upholding the public schools, since, in the Klan
mind, their victories would provide the entering wedge for the
51. Minutes of the Grand Forks City Commission, Book K, p. 391 (hereafter
cited as Commission Minutes); Grand Forks Herald, 2 Apr. 1924, p. 1.
52. Grand Forks Herald, 20 Mar. 1924. p. 5.
53. Ibid., 25 Mar. 1924.

I

54. Gillette to Bnish. 13 Apr. 1924, Gillette Papers. This offer seems quite
unusual in light of the efforts Ambrose had made to have Gillette fired in 1920.
Torgerson was an active Presbyterian and a bitter foe of Ambrose.
55. Torgerson to Matthews, 4 May 1924, Torgerson Papers.
56. Grand Forks Herald, 6 Apr. 1924, p. 1.
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Catholics to take over control of the school board and the
public schools. The following Thursday. 10 April, he called a
meeting of the local klavern by mail, enclosing three
Stinson-Arhart campaign cards for each Klansman to
distribute among friends. He also reiterated his stand on the
public school issue. ^^
In the Grand Forks Herald for Thursday, 15 April, the
two women replied to Ambrose's charge of the previous
Sunday. To demonstrate her loyalty to the pubhc schools,
Mrs. Moore told of her Scottish ancestry and forty-two years
of residence in North Dakota, and she stated that her three
children were or had been pupils in the Grand Forks public
schools. Mrs. Haagenson, a Presbyterian and the mother of
seven school-age children, all in the public schools, replied to
the charge of Catholic support by claiming that Mrs. Gillette
and Mr. Torgerson, rather than Mose Norman, the Catholic
owner of a furniture store and undertaking parlor, had urged
her to run for the school board. ^^ Norman was the militant
spokesman for the town's Catholics and therefore a logical
target for anti-Catholic attacks.
Ambrose replied to the women on Wednesday,
maintaining his charge that they accepted aid from Mose
Norman. To substantiate this charge, he claimed that Mrs.
Haagenson's candidacy resulted from a meeting between her
and Norman the previous summer. From this sketchy
evidence, Ambrose inferred that Mrs. Haagenson was serving
as a front for Catholic interests. ^^ The next day she denied
ever discussing school board matters with Norman and
charged Ambrose with lying. ^^ Although Ambrose replied
that he could produce affidavits to back up his charge, he
could neither do this nor present any proof of Catholic
involvement in the nomination.^'
57. Ibid., 13 Apr. 1924.
58. Ibid., 15 Apr. 1924, p. I.
59. Ibid., 16 Apr. 1924, p. 1.
60. Ibid., 17 Apr. 1924, p. 1.
61. Ibid., 20 Apr. 1924, p. 1.
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The support for the women from the townspeople was
both intTuential and outspoken. Two mass meetings were held
for them, and some of the town's leading citizens publicly
gave their endorsement and attacked Ambrose for entering the
campaign. Since not enough people were able to attend the
first meeting on Thursday, 17 April, ^^ another was beld at
the city auditorium Saturday ni^bt, when some 1,500 people
gathered to show tbeir support.
Mrs. Moore opened the Saturday meeting by again
denying that she sought to gain special favors for the Catholic
Church if elected. J. Nelson Kelly, a former superintendent of
schools for Grand Forks, appealed to the listeners to remain
tolerant of all other rehgions. Vernon P. Squires, a
Presbyterian and the dean of the Liberal Arts College at the
university, gave a scathing indictment of the Kian and called
Ambrose a "sacerdotal tail twister." He also read a letter from
the state superintendent of public instruction, which stated
that there was no basis in fact for the Klan's charge that the
parochial schools of the state were receiving public funds.
P. O. Thorson, the editor of the town's Norwegian language
newspaper, also urged the election of the women. Mrs.
Haagenson stated that the rehgious hatred stirred up by the
campaign was bad for business and civic unity, and Tracy R.
Bangs, a pioneer Grand Forks lawyer, charged that Ambrose
had disturbed old friendships and had town families asunder
with his gospel of religious hatred.^^
The Grand Forks Herald joined this chorus of disapproval
of Ambrose and the Klan, committing itself entirely to the
cause of the two women. It stated that never before had there
been a sohd Cathohc vote in the city. Indeed, no church or
fraternal group had ever tried to tell its members how to vote.
Now that Ambrose and tbe Klan aspired to power, voting
blocs based on religion appeared to be a real possibility. ^'^
Certainly, continued the paper, this was the first time a Grand
62. Ibid., 18 Apr. 1924, p. 1.
63. Ibid., 20 Apr. 1924, p. 1.
64. Editorial, ibid., 17 Apr. 1924, p. 4.
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Forks minister had ever directed a political campaign from his
pulpit.^^ The paper also pointed out the absurdity of
Ambrose's charge that a Methodist and a Presbyterian were
tools of the Catholics. ^^ What difference would it make,
asked tbe paper, if Mose Norman did support the women? It
would not affect their allegiance to the public schools.^^
In answering both the Herald and the speakers at the
previous rallies, Ambrose used coarse invective. He said that
he was unable to understand tbe charge that he was a
"disturber of the peace," since Norman was tbe real disturber
of the peace. To Ambrose, the paper's part in the campaign
was the "rottenest thing that ever bappened in tbis city." The
campaign had been peaceful and harmonious until the "daily
manure spreader" had involved itself.^^
Ambrose next explained his opposition to Mrs. Haagenson
and Mrs. Moore. He charged the former witb lying in stating
that Mrs. Gillette had drawn up her petitions. He drew this
illogical conclusion from the fact that Mrs. Haagenson did not
deny his charge that F. F. Burchard, former secretary of the
schoor board, had arranged for the petitions. Apparently on
tbe grounds that it is superfluous to prove a charge against a
proved liar, Ambrose again failed to produce tbe promised
affidavits showing her complicity with Norman. Nonetheless,
he renewed his charges:
[Norman] was the first man to pass this petition. He will give his
unqualified support to circulating these petitions, anyway, any
woman who wiJI accept his support absolutely deserves the disrespect
of every respectable woman in this city. Any two ladies who will
permit a dirty thing like this to take his support as they are unworlliy
of the name of woman. Those two women could have been elected
two to one if they had refused to accept such support. And 1 would
have helped. And so would you. Two ladies accepting the support of
the scum of the earth. [Sic. ]

Following this diatribe, Ambrose next turned to a standard
65. Editorial, ibid., 19 Apr. 1924, p. 4.
66. Editorial, ibid., 14 Apr. 1924, p. 4.
67. Editorial, ibid., 29 Apr. 1924, p. 1.
68. Ambrose Sermon, 20 Apr. 1924.
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expose of the Catholic threat to the public schools. Catholics,
he stated, are "the same the world over. . . . Rotten." They have
caused turmoil and a high illiteracy rate in Mexico. In Oakwood
and Warsaw, small towns north of Grand Forks, Catholics
proved their un-Americanism by taking over the public schools
and teaching French and Polish in them. In the same way, he
claimed, the Romans threaten to seize control of the Canadian
public schools. From this he concluded that they would do the
same in Grand Forks if they bad tbe chance. Ambrose then
boldly proclaimed that, to carry on the struggle, he would stay
in town as long as he cared to and, using his strongest language,
promised that when he did leave Grand Forks, he would leave
"with a piece of mistletoe in his coat tail for Mose Norman,
Jerry Bacon and his crew." Bacon, the majority stockholder of
the Grand Forks Herald and a supporter of Ambrose in 1919,
was now his sworn enemy. Ail Protestants, Ambrose further
asserted, had the duty to vote for his two candidates, Arhart
and Stinson. ^^
The citizens responded to the scurrility and unproved
charges by defeating the women and sweeping the Klansmen
into office. The 6,019 voters gave 3,452 votes to Arhart and
3,255 to Stinson. Mrs. Moore ran third with 2,726 and Mrs.
Haagenson last with 2,580. ^'^ The men carried the seventh
ward, the Klan stronghold, 1.559 to 560, as well as the other
precincts that Kiansman J. H. Solstad had swept three weeks
previously in the city commission election.
The Herald
regretted that the voters had turned down two women of
such tme personal fitness in favor of two men whose
campaign had been directed by Ambrose. It promised to
extend every effort to rid the community of "this
monstrosity." In any event, the Klan had scored its second
local victory in three weeks.
in spite of this decisive victory for the anti-CathoUc
(."Í. Ibid.

7Ü. Each voter could choose two of the four candidates, since there were two
vacancies on the board.
71. Commission Minutes, Book K, p. 394; Grand Forks Ha-ald, 22 Api. 1924,
p. 1.
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forces, two years passed before the Klansmen on the board
were able to force through a motion designed to keep the
public schools Protestant. A dispute over whether the board
should allow daily readings from the Bible in the schools
arose at the September 1925 meeting and continued for the
next three sessions. ^^ When the motion to allow the readings
finally came to a vote in December, Klansmen Arhart and
Stinson were two of the four who favored it. Five members,
however, voted no, including Louis Rosoff, a Jewish druggist,
the only non-Protestant on the board. ^^
In 1926 the Klan finally achieved success on the board.
When the Bible-reading motion was reintroduced in
September, two of the members who had voted no previously
had retired. Their replacements, as well as the ather two
holdovers, voted with Arhart and Stinson, to pass the motion
six to three. L. W. Whitman, a salesman elected to the board
over a Catholic, said in defense of his yes vote that at the
heginning of the public school systems in the United States,
Bible reading had been part of the curriculum. Grand Forks,
which had abandoned the practice, was now putting the Bible
back into the public schools.''* Thus, the Reverend Mr.
Ambrose and other Grand Forks clergymen, as well as the Ku
Klux Klan, had finally, in their eyes, made the schools safe
from the Catholic threat.
The influence of the Grand Forks Klan in the next two
elections of 1924 is harder to judge than in the cases just
considered. One gubernatorial candidate, Arthur G. Sorlie, the
owner of a fuel, feed, and seed company, was typical of Klan
leadership in the city. His alleged Klan membership was an
issue in both campaigns.
In the 25 June primary, Sorlie ran with Nonpartisan
League endorsement for the Republican nomination for
governor, defeating the incumbent, R. A. Nestos, who had the
72. Minutes of flie Grand Forics School Board, 5 September 1925. Ambrose
favored the Bible readings. Grand Forks Herald. 11 Oct. 1925, p. 1.
73. Minutes of the Grand Forks School Board, I December 1925.
74. Grand Forks Herald, 8 Sept. 1926, p. 1. This was a standard Klan goal.
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support of the Independent Voters' Association. Sorlie also
outpolled Nestos in Grand Forks city, 1,712 to 1,425. By
carrying thirteen of the nineteen precincts, Sorlie won one
more precinct than the Klansmen in the civic election.''^
It seems likely that Klan support helped Sorlie, since,
despite the lack of formal endorsement, his victory
represented an upset in the normally strong IVA city.
Ambrose had delivered a pulpit' address on Sorlie's behalf,
and, according to the Herald, this activity cost Nestos enough
votes to lose him the city. In addition, Nestos had already
alienated Klansmen by signing the anti-mask bill passed by the
state legislature in 1923.'^
The Klan figured more prominently outside the city in the
fall election campaign. Sorlie's biggest problem was that of
keeping as supporters both the Klan and the Progressive wing
of the NPL, This problem came to a head over the
endorsement of Robert LaFollette's candidacy for president.
The NPL endorsed LaFollette in July, but their nominee,
Sorlie, did not follow suit.^^ Unfortunately for Sorlie,
LaFollette had publicly condemned the Klan. '^^ Thus, by
August, Klan support for Sorlie was already eroding, and he
faced a serious dilemma. Supporting LaFollette would cost
him an unknown number of Klan votes. Supporting CooHdge
would cost him thousands of NPL votes.
In contrast to this policy of uncertainty, Sorlie's
opponents outside the NPL took a firm stand against the
Klan. North Dakota Democrats and Independent Republicans
met in Bismarck on 3 September 1924 to form a fusion ticket
and to endorse Halvor Halvorson of Minot for governor. The
Democratic state central committee, meeting in a separate
session, condemned "the apparent attempt of the Ku Klux
Klan . . . to inject religious or racial issues into state or
75. Ibid., 28 June 1924, p. 2.
76. Editorial, ibid., p. 4. This editorial is the Herald's only mention of Klan
support for Sorlie in Grand Forks.
77. Ibid., 31 July 1924, p. 1.
78. Ibid., 9 Aug. 1924. p. 1.
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national e l e c t i o n s . . . " and called upon Sorlie to remove
tbese sore points from the campaign.'^
On the other hand, the Nonpartisan League, operating
through the Republican state central committee, attempted to
straddle the Kian issue, as had Sorlie, hoping thereby to
offend no one. As a faction of tbe Republican party, the NPL
group adopted a resolution calling both Coolidge and
LaFoIIette "sterling Republicans." Furthermore, it endorsed
LaFollette for president, thus putting more pressure on Sorlie
to commit himself. ^^
Three weeks later, an NPL faction impatient with Sorlie's
indecision on his presidential preference met in Jamestown to
discuss his alleged Klan involvement. One Leaguer, Marner
Cook of Jamestown, assailed Sorlie on tbe Klan issue. He
charged that at a March NPL meeting Sorlie had evaded the
question regarding his Klan membership with this statement:
"Because there are 500 Klansmen in Grand Forks is no sign I
am one." A certain W. A. Hagman said that Sorlie had
"definitely denied membership in the Klan." ^' Cook replied
that by not coming out against the Klan, Sorlie was not
standing behind LaFollette, his party's choice. To prove
Sortie's affiliation with the Klan, he produced a letter written
to Sorlie by F. Halsey Ambrose. ^^ A resolution endorsing
Leaguer William Lemke for governor thereupon passed
unanimously, showing the party's disgust with Sorlie's
ambivalence. ^^ Lemke, however, turned down the nomination
two days later. ^
79. Ibid., 4 Sept. 1924, p. 1.
80. Editorial, ibid., 6 Sept. 1924, p. 4.
81. Fargo Forum, 24 Sept. 1924, p. 2.
82. While Nick Diamond, a campaign manager for Sorlie, was attending an NPL
meeting in Bismarck, Ambrose wrote to him: "Suicidal to endorse LaFoUetteEvetything to gain by endorsing Coolidge." A typed copy of this letter, dated 28
July 1924, is in the William Lemke Papers. On it is the statement that the original
was typed on Sorlie's business stationery and mailed from Grand Forks in his
personal envelope. William Lemke Papers, Orin G. Libby Manuscript Collection,
University of North Dakota Library, Grand Forks, N.D.
83. Grand Forks Herald, 24 Sept. 1924, p. 1.
84. Grand Forks Herald, 30 Sept. 1924, p. 1.
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Sorlie finally ended the suspense by coming out 100
percent for LaFollette later in September. He hesitated
because of his private convictions but broke under pressure
from the LaFollette forces.^^ Furthermore, he denied his
Klan membersbip and Ambrose's attempts to influence him
against LaFollette.*^ By endorsing LaFollette, Sorlie alienated
many Klansmen; by not endorsing the NPL platform and by
delaying on the LaFollette issue, he antagonized Leaguers. ^
In any case, he had shown little courage in not endorsing
LaFollette from the start.
The rump Leaguers did not immediately slacken in their
attack on Sorlie. Cook, speaking in Bismarck, criticized him
for "trimming" on the Klan issue, for failing to take a stand
on LaFollette, and for not showing leadership at the NPL
Jamestown convention. He charged that Sorlie had won the
nomination in the primary with Klan support: "Sorlie was, as
you might say, put over by the turn of the vote in Grand
Forks county. The Ku Klux Klan isn't so big in this state but
it is big in Sorlie's own county and he ought to take a stand
on it." 88
The NPL's final word on the Klan at the end of October
avoided the issue. Sorlie secured a statement from Ambrose
that "A. G. Sorlie, candidate for Governor of the state of
North Dakota on the Republican ticket, is not a member of
the Ku Klux Klan." «^
This statement, however, skirted the question of Sorlie's
possible membership prior to the denial. Someone circulated
anonymous reproductions of two notarized affidavits that
85. E. C. Blackorby, "Political Factional Strife in North Dakota from 1920 to
1932" (M.A. thesis, University of North Dakota, 1938), p. 81.
86. Grand Forks Herald, 26 Sept. 1924, p. 3.
87. Editorial, ibid., 19 Sept. 1924, p. 4.
88. Ibid., 27 Sept 1924, p. 2.
89. Renvitle County Farmer's Press, 30 Oct. 1924, cited in Robert L. St. Clair,
"Progressivism in North Dakota, 1924," (M.A. thesis. University of North Dakota,
I960), p. 138. St. Clair felt that Sorlie had acted in good faith by using the
.statement to detiy Klan membership. Mrs. Sorlie, in an interview with St. Clair, 17
July 1956, considered the message quite significant. It is one of the few items in
Sorlie's papers that the family did not destroy. Ibid., p. 138.
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purported to show that Sorlie had actually been a member of
the Klan but that he had resigned. One, dated 27 October
1924 and signed by Nick Diamond, Sorlie's former campaign
manager, stated that Sorlie had been a Kiansman when he was
first endorsed by the NPL. About 20 September. Sorlie
allegedly withdrew from the Klan temporarily so that he
could be reinstated after the election. The other affidavit
stated that on 1 November 1923 three Klansmen-John L.
Huiteng, A. G. Sorlie, and Oscar Knutson-had appeared
before the Board of Directors of the Grand Forks Herald to
request a retraction of the article the paper had printed on
the Klan"rally at Larimore in September 1923.^"
The proof of Sorhe's Klan membership hangs on the
authenticity of the original affidavits. It seems reasonable to
conclude that he had been a member of the Klan and that
when the pressure had become too intense, he withdrew his
membership only temporarily, to prevent losing the support
of the Grand Forks Klansmen.
Apparently this device did not please the Klan, for when
the votes were counted on 4 November, Sorlie emerged on
top by 2,200 votes but failed to carry bis own city of Grand
Forks. His Klan strength had deserted him, for if the Kian
had been fully committed to him, it is hkely that he wouM
have won locally by carrying the usual Klan precincts.
Halvorson beat him by a narrow margin, 2,841 to 2.826. In
Grand Forks, however, the only two precincts Sorlie carried
overwhelmingly were the second precinct of the fourth ward
(119-29) and the fourth precinct of the sixth ward (183-73).
These districts had been nearly even in the school board
contest in April. LaFollette scored victories in these precincts;
and Sorlie won them on the strength of LaFollette. In the
seventh ward, the Klan stronghold, Sorlie lost one of the
precincts. Besides, Coohdge won the city 3,722 to 1,620 for
LaFollette and 571 for Davis, thereby getting more votes than
Sorlie and showing that Grand Forks was still a regular
90. Anonymously reproduced affidavits, Ku Klux Klan File, Orin G. Libby
Manuscript Collection. No judgment can be made on their authenticity. Huiteng
was elected head of the city commission in 1926 with the Kian's aid.
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Republican town. In short, Sorlie lost seven of the precincts
that the Klan had won in the school election and gained three
others on the strength of the LaFollette vote. Therefore, his
votes were probably due to his residence in Grand Forks, his
affiliation with LaFollette, and the filing of NPL candidates
on the Republican ballot. ^^
In 1925, with no elections tp generate interest, the Klan
had to find new means of attracting attention. In its quest for
publicity, even the customary secrecy was abandoned, and its
bi-weekly meetings were advertised in the Herald. Its
statewide Fourth of July konclave at Hillsboro drew hundreds
of Klansmen from both Fargo and Grand Forks. ^^ To keep
up local Klan enthusiasm, it heid two public meetings at the
Grand Forks fairgrounds later in the summer.^^
During 1926, following the precedent set the previous
year, the Klan held more open meetings, National Klan
speakers appeared at assemblies held in the city auditorium in
January and February.^'* The visit in August of Dr. Hiram
Wesley Evans, the Imperial Wizard, or national head of the
Klan, attracted 5,000 people to the fairgrounds to hear him
attack the World Court, Roman Catholicism, and the Irish.
Local Klansmen arranged an elaborate parade and Klan
ceremonies preceeding the address. ^^
In 1926, another election year, the Herald resumed
publicity showing Klan involvement in local politics,
mentioning its influence only after the fact. February brought
the first Klan activity, when two rival facfions vied for
representation at the state convention of the Independent
Voters' Association. At a mass meeting of county IVAs heid
in Grand Forks, Ambrose organized about 200 of his
91. Grand Forks Herald, 6 Nov. 1924, p. 2.
92. Hillsboro (N.D.) Banner, 10 July 1925, p. 1; Grand Forks Herald, 26 July
1926, p. 4.
93. Grand Forks Herald, 28 July 1926, p. 5; ibid., 25 Aug. 1925, p. 5.
94. Ibid., 23 Jan. 1926, p. 5; ibid., 27 Feb. 1925, p. 2.
95. Ibid., 15 Aug. 1926. p. 16; ibid., 19 Aug. 1926, p. 16; ibid., 22 Aug. 1926,
p. 14; editorial, ibid., 26 Aug. 1926, p. 4; Fargo Forum, 24 Aug. 1926, p. 2.
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followers to take over the caucus from the regular
Independents, headed by Jerry Bacon, whom Ambrose had
vilified in the 1924 school board campaign. After charging
that many of the majority group had supported Sorlie for
governor in 1924, Bacon led about fifty of his followers out
of the hall to hold their own meeting. Each faction named
slates of twenty-six delegates to the state convention.^^ A
week later the conflict was resolved by choosing a
compromise slate of both Ambrose and Bacon men. The two
leaders addressed the group "in the interests of harmony." ^^
At the state convention the IVA endorsed J. M. Hanley to
oppose Sorlie in the primary for the Republican nomination.
Sorlie swept 18 of the 19 Grand Forks precincts, defeating
Hanley two to one.^^ Having also won statewide, Sorlie ran
against D. M. Holmes in the November election. He was
reeiected governor, winning the city by a four-to-one
go

margin. '^
In these two elections, it is unhkely that the Klan had
much influence. The campaigns were lethargic.*^*' As shown
by the lavish welcome-home celebration held in Grand Forks
after this primary victory, Sorlie had gained great popularity
during his first term. ^^^ The Klan had not been an issue in
state politics since 1924. Besides, the Klan had achieved its
political aims in Grand Forks in April 1926, leaving it little
enthusiasm for further political struggle. In these local
victories, the Klan secured control of the city commission and
the police magistrate's office, thereby thwarting the Catholics,
who, they felt, sought to capture town politics. These
victories resulted from diligent planning and hard work by the
men and women of the Ku Klux Klan.
96. Grand Forks Herald, 12 Feb. 1926, p. 1.
97. Ibid., 19 Feb. 1926, p. 1.
98. Ibid., 2 July 1926, p. 2.
99. Ibid., 30 Dec. 1926, p. 2.
100. Editorial, ibid., 4 Nov. 1926, p. 4.
101. Ibid., 7 July 1926, p. 1.
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THE 1926 CIVIC ELECTION AND AFTER
THE LASTING EFFECTS OF THE KLAN

To achieve their victory in the 1926 civic election, the
Klan canvassed voters from door to door in the entire city. It
endorsed candidates for each post it wished to capture.
Covering each precinct thoroughly, workers distributed tickets
on which the names of their endorsees were printed. Task
forces of women did the same to get out the ladies' votes.
There was no organized opposition to this effort. Also aiding
the well-oiled Klan machine was the fact that the opposition
was split, with three men running for president of the city
commission and six for the other two seats on the board. ^^^
This campaign, however, was not carried on through the
Herald, so there is no indication, except by inference, that
anti-Catholicism was an issue.
The pattern of the Klan victory resembled that of the
1924 school board contest. Its largest margin of victory came
in the third precinct of the seventh ward, as before, with
John L. Hulteng, a Norwegian Lutheran Klansman, outpoUing
his two opponents for president of the city commission.
J. C. Sheppard, owner of the Model Laundry, and Frank
Schiaberg, incumbent commissioner, were beaten 144 to 28
and 25, respectively. The overall totals were 2,619 for
Hulteng, an officer in a plumbing firm, 2,197 for Sheppard,
and 633 for Schiaberg. The incumbent, Cathohc John
O'Keefe, Jr., did not choose to run for reelection. ^^^
The two Klansmen on this well-balanced ticket defeated
their rivals easily for the other two seats on the commission.
Dr. H. W. F. Law, a physician, and Halle O. Hall, foreman of
the Russell-Miller Milhng Company, probably chosen to win
the professional and labor votes, received 2,934 and 2,443
votes respectively. The next two candidates, Frank C. Smith, a
clerk at the Grand Forks Seed Company, and Charles E.
Garvín, head of an abstracting firm, running without Klan aid,
102. Editorial, ibid-, 8 Apr. 1926, p. 4.
103. Ibid., 7 Feb. 1926, p. 1.
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were close together with 2,098 and 2,058. W. W. Fegan,
owner of a cigar store, received 450, and contractor
Kenneth C. Hunter came in last with 427.^*^ Thus, four of
the five commissioners, including the head of the board, were
elected by the Kian in 1924 and 1926.
Klansmen also won two other contests on the same ballot.
In the race for police magistrate, Klansman Leslie Ryan, a
traveling salesman, beat incumbent R. J. Purcell, one of the
two Catholics running for office, 2,736 to 2,566. In the park
board contest, one of the two men running unopposed was a
Klansman, John H. Void, a drugstore proprietor. ^^^ Phil
McLoughhn, a candidate for city justice and a Catholic, beat
Mrs. E. C. Baker in a write-in contest for the post, 1,571 to
415. The Klan made no endorsement in this race. " ^
Taking advantage of these victories, the Klansmen on the
city commission replaced many of the heads of city
departments with men of their own choosing. The only
dissenting vote on the approval of the new employees came
from J. D. Turner, the sole non-Klansman on the board. He
said that he did not like to see faithful and efficient workers
displaced.^^^ Commission president Hulteng said he made the
changes "to get more efficiency and cooperation out of a new
set of administrative officers. . . . " '^^ The Herald deplored
the wholesale removals, saying that the former fire chief, city
electrician, city assessor, and city treasurer were competent
workers whose loss would be regretted. ^'^^ It also disapproved
of tbe commission's voting on a slate of appointees, in which
there was no way to determine which commissioner had
requested the replacement of specific officials. ^^'^
104. Ibid., 7 Api. 1926, p. 1.
105. Fargo Forum, 3 Oct. 1923, p. 9.
106. Grand Forks Herald, 1 Apr. 1926, p. 1.
107. Ibid., 29 Apr. 1926, p. 1.
108. Ibid., 26 Apr. 1926, p. 6.
109. Editorial, ibid., 29 Apr. 1926, p. 4.
110. Editorial, ibid., 30 Apr. 1926, p. 4.
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Many of the disiuissecl otTiceholdL'rs had long records of
service to Grand Forks. The fire chief. Jack J. Fitzgerald, a
Catholic, had served thirteen years as chief, fifteen as assistant
chief, and five as a fireman.'" Jacob Welsh, city treasurer
since 1912. was replaced, as were the chief of police since
1924, Arthur F. Turner, city engineer James J. Smith, and
assessor Robert Green. Jr. The city electrician tor
twenty-eight years. Michael J. Fitzgerald, was replaced along
with the janitor of the city hall. William P. McDonald, a
Catholic. Three other minor city officials also lost their jobs.
Ten others were reappointed. "^ All those fired were either
Protestants in Hulteng's disfavor or Catholics."^ There is no
indication whether the new workers were Klansmen. In any
case, there was no precedent in Grand Forks history for such
drastic changes.
Thus the Ku Klux Klan achieved its political goal. Its
enemies no .longer worked for the city. Four Klansmen sat on
the city commission; one of the Kian's alleged members was
governor of the state; two Klansmen were members of the
school board. '''*
According to a former Klansman. the KKK had been
formed locally for anti-Catholic political activity. Because this
objective had been met, there was no longer a need for the
Klan except as an organization of Catholic-hating Ambrose
followers. " 5 This contention of later political inactivity is
borne out by the fact that the Herald did not mention the
Klan in connection with a city election until 1930, when it
preserved its gains of 1926. Its bi-weekly advertisements in
111. Ibid., 2 May 1926, p. 11; editorial, ibid., 4 May 1926, p. 4.
112. ibid.. 26 Apr. 1926, p. 1.
113. A Klansman told one city employee that if he did not join the Klan, he
would lose his job. He did not comply and was fired. When Huiteng replaced this
worker, the former employee assumed he had lost his job for not being a friend of
Huiteng. Anonymous Source C, 22 June 1968.
114. A Catholic, John E. Nuss, tried for the fifth ward seat on the board in
1925 but lost to the Protestant incumbent, L. W. Whitman, in a close contest. City
Commission Minutes, Book K, p. 461.
115. Anonymous Source A, 22 June 1968.
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the paper mainly concerned social events. Nevertheless, its
influence remained.
The Klan also continued to hold power on the school
board. For example, in 1927 Klansman Arhart joined another
Klansman, Harry P. Rice. '^^ vice-president of the
Northwestern National Bank, to run unopposed for the
at-large positions. Only 731 voted, as compared with 6,019 in
1924, thereby demonstrating both residual Klan dominance
and the lack of interest in school elections. ^'^
In keeping with the national trend of declining K!an
political activity, the Ku Klux Klan was not an issue in the
1928 civic elections. In this quiet contest, seven candidates
competed for two commission places and three for city police
magistrate. " ^ Incumbent commissioner J. D. Turner, not a
Klansman, was reelected with 1,983 votes; James Dinnie, a
contractor and mayor of the city from 1914 to 1918, also
won a seat, with 1.914 votes. Klansman Leslie Ryan won
reelection to the magistrate post with 2,008, as compared
with 1,307 for R. J. Purcell and 897 for Phil McLoughlin. ^^^
Significantly, the latter two men were Catholics.
Ambrose's last venture in local pohtics came in the 1930
civic election. Without success he tried to revive the Klan as a
political instrument. Nevertheless, the Klansmen or their
successors held their offices. Hulteng and Dr. Law stood for
reelection on the Administration ticket, with printer Henry
Holt running in place of the incumbent Klansman Hall.
Heading the Efficiency ticket was grocer George H. Wilder,
along with commission candidates Robert H. Green, Jr.,
116. Fargo Forum, 3 Oct. 1923, p. 9.
117. Grand Forks Herald, 19 Apr. 1927, p. 5.
118. Ibid., 18 Mar. 1927, p. 1. Ambrose referred to the local Klan in the past
tense in a 1927 advertisement. Ibid., 30 Oct. 1927. p. 1. Just before this election
he wrote in a notice, "What killed Klan no. 1, Realm of North Dakota?" Ibid., 18
Mar. 1928, p. 1.
119. City Commission Minutes, Book L, p. 21. Dinnie may have been a
Klansman-fie supported the Ambrose faction in the 1926 IVA caucus in Grand
Forks.

Copyright © 1971 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

The Ku Klux Klan

333

former city assessor ousted in the Klan purge of 1926, and
Olaf Nelson, a carpenter. The Trades and Labor Assembly
endorsed George Seifert, a printer, and Fred Hanson. ^^'^
On a Sunday in February 1930, Ambrose began efforts to
have the candidates take stands on issues, but his success was
limited. He proclaimed in the Sunday notice: "The municipal
election falls on All Fool's Day. Who'll be fooled the old gang
or the Ku Klux Klan?" ^^l ^ month later he demanded:
"Where is the platform of the Independent Municipal Ticket.
Will the Administration Ticket retain the Chief of Police?" '^2
Disgusted that none of the three tickets took stands, he ran
this notice, a further indication of the demise of the local
Klan:
An Issueless Campaign.
Special-ALL FORMER KLANSMEN WANTED ON SUNDAY
NIGHTSpeciai-The aspirants for the City Commission say by their silence,
it is none of the citizens' business where they stand on the water
question, economy in administration, or what they will do if
elecled. Will our citizens stand for a silent campaign? l53

Apparently, that was just what the citizens wanted,
because the campaign remained one of the quietest in
years. '2'* Hulteng, Law, and Holt retained Klan control of
the commission, winning by comfortable margins. As in 1926,
Hulteng ran the strongest in the seventh ward, winning by
three-to-one margins in the second and third precincts. Law
and Holt earned 2,499 and 2,387 votes respectively, to 1,727
and 1,634 for Green and Nelson, and 834 and 1,381 for
Seifert and Hanson. Leslie Ryan maintained the Klan hold on
the police magistrate's office, defeating R. J. Purcell 2,412 to
1,271; A. T. Martinson got 972 votes and Phil McLoughlin,
120. Grand Forks Herald, 23 Mar. 1930. p. 11.
121. Ibid., 2 Feb. 1930, p. 1.
122. Ibid., 2 Mar. 1930, p. 1.
123. Ibid., 9 Mar. 1930, p. 1.
124. Ibid., 1 Apr. 1930, p. 1.
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-^^ Ryan campaigned on his record of having collected
larger sums of money in fines and turned over more to tbe
city than his predecessor. R. J. Purcell. a Catholic. ^^^ The
previous smaller incomes were "evils" that the Klan could
claim it had corrected.
This was the last civic campaign in Grand Forks for
Ambrose. On 15 November 1931 he left the city to accept a
call to the Merriam Park Presbyterian Church in St. Paul.^^'^
After less than three years there, ^^^ he moved to a
Presbyterian church in Clinton, Iowa. On 29 January 1937 he
left his pastoral work to enter the brokerage business.'^^ He
died on 3 December 1944.^^^*
How did F. Halsey Ambrose and his political efforts
through the Ku Klux Klan affect the affairs of the Grand
Forks School Board and the City Commission? The only
concrete action ever taken by the commission that was
traceable to Klan influence was the firing of city employees in
1926. Aside from this, the commission minutes reveal that
most meetings dealt with mundane affairs like sewers, streets,
fire hoses, and other routine matters. Motions usually passed
unanimously. During the period of Klan influence, the school
board also faced only one disputed issue, the Bible-reading
question in 1925 and 1926. In this struggle, the program of
the Klan in bringing the Protestant Bible into the classroom
prevailed with the passage of a motion to that effect in 1926.
This victory must have seemed a great accomplishment to
Klansmen.
The Klan was founded in Grand Forks on the premise
that the Catholics were in power, or at least threatened to
dominate the city unless the Protestants organized to halt
such a disaster. Statistically, the Catholics did not have a
125. City Commission Minutes, Book L, p. 206.
126. Grand Forks Herald, 30 Mar. 1930, p. 7.
127. Ibid., 14 Oct. 1931, Dollar Day section, p. 8.
128. Torgerson to Robert E. O'Brien, 22 March 1937, Torgerson Papers.
129. T. S. Thompson to Torgerson, 3 May 1937, Torgerson Papers.
130. interview with Dr. George Hariman, 24 June 1968, Grand Forks, N.D.
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majority of the votes, even if they voted as a bloc. In
addition, most of the city's elected officials were Protestants.
There were Catholics in civic appointed positions, but by
1926 even these few had lost their offices, thereby ending the
Catholic "threat" to the city.
Ambrose's influence still affects the First Presbyterian
Church. He attracted many people to the church with his
dynamic personality and strong anti-Catholic prejudice. Some
of those came solely to hear him preach and never came back
after his departure. Many older citizens of the town classify
themselves as Presbyterians but have not been to the local
cluirch since Ambrose left. ^^^ On the othfer hand, he also
drove some away, including many members of the university
faculty, by his anti-intellectualism and fundamentalism and by
public attacks on his own church members.
The Ku Klux Klan was formed in Gränd Forks to resist an
imagined danger. Having eliminated the "danger" by 1926,
the Klan had no further reason for political activity, and it
became simply another fraternal group, albeit one which
specialized in religious hatred.
131. Interview with Rev. John S. Shew, 28 July 1968, Grand Forks, N.D.
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