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William Langer and the
Themes of North Dakota History

DANIEL RYLANCE

Mary Dodge Woodward, a Dakota pioneer, voiced concern
over the repeated occurrence of prairie fires in 1886. In
particular her diary for September and October documented the
anxiety that she felt for her neighbors and recorded the damage
that was done to tons of hay.' The threatened region lay in the
heart of the Red River Valley near Casselton in Dakota
Territory, the area that had become synonymous with bonanza
farming and success by 1886. That same year marked another
important event for both the region and the town of Casselton,
the birth of William Langer on 30 September. Unlike the
physical prairie fires mentioned by Mary Woodward, "Wild Bill"
Langer provided the fuel for a political prairie fire. Robert L.
Morían used this term in the title of his book Political Prairie
Fire: The Nonpartisan League, 1915-1922.^ Y&t, the political
1. Mary Oodge Woodward, 7%e Checkered Years, ed. Mary Boynton Crowdery
(Caldwell, Idaho: Ca\ton Printers, 1937), pp. 141-43.
2. Robert L. Moilin, Political Prairie Fire: The Nonpartisan League, 1915-1922
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1955), p. 72n. Morlan's treatment deals
only with the first Nonpartisan League in the northern Great Plains. The league came
back inio power in 1932. In the 1950s the league merged with the Democratic party
and coined the label Democratic-NPL. For a good account of this merger see Lloyd
Omá¿tA, Insurgents (Brainard, Minn.: Lakeland Color Piess, 1961).
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career of William Langer bumed much longer and brighter than
Arthur Townley's sociahst experiment in North Dakota. In
1932 Langer, in control of a revitalized Nonpartisan League,
captured the governor's chair and the legislature, and although
his later career often came close to being extinguished, he
remained the dominant figure in North Dakota politics until his
death in 1959.
The prairie fire reflects the environment of a particular
region-North Dakota. And, the analogy of the prairie fire on
the farmers' frontier to the political career of William Langer
provides an insight that goes far to explain the man. The
political prairie fire represents the type of politician that the
state produced in William Langer. Recent studies on the frontier
and the American character, on specific western frontiers, and
on individual states have contributed to the formation of this
interpretation.^ In addition, the homogeneity of North Dakota
and the treatment of its uniqueness by a perceptive historian
have contributed to a deeper insight into the character of the
people of North Dakota.
In an article entitled "The Themes of North Dakota
History," Elwyn B. Robinson has suggested six themes of North
Dakota history: remoteness, dependence, radicalism, economic
disadvantage, too-much mistake, and adjustment. Remoteness
meant the influence that a great separation of distance from the
nation's chief center of life had on North Dakota. Dependence
stood for North Dakota's status as a colonial province of the
chief centers. Both remoteness and dependence created
exploitation whether it came from the "grain trusts" in the
Twin Cities or the great "banking houses" in the East.
Radicalism became the means by which North Dakotans
combated this colonial exploitation, the most obvious example,
of course, being the creation of the Nonpartisan League in
1915. The fourth theme, that of economic disadvantage,
resulted from a subhumid cUmate and the predominance of
3. Ray Allen Billington's study, America's Frontier Heritage (New York; Holt,
Rinehait, and Winston, 1966), contains an excellent chapter on the frontier and the
American character; for a good study of the Red River Valley of the North see
Stanley N. Murray's 77ie Valley comes of Age (Fargo, N. Dak.: Institute for Regional
Studies, 1967); and for the farmers' frontier see GUbert C. Fite'.s ne Farmers'
Frontier (New York: Holt, Rinehait, and Winston, 1964).
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agriculture in the state's economy. The too-much mistake
theme, like the theme of economic disadvantage, resulted from
the subhumid climate. The settlers of North Dakota, in
particular, and the pioneers of the Great Plains, in general, niade
this mistake because of their unfamiharity with the region's
environment. Everyone contributed to this mistake-railroad
builders, lawmakers, missionaries, and farmers. Once the first
wave of original settlers left the subhumid grasslands, those who
remained facad the existence of too-many towns, too-many
local units of government, too-many schools, and too-many
churches. The initial heavy cost-per-capita repeatedly had been
a mistake, and the economic demands on a limited income
could only result in gradual abandonment. The gradual
adjustment or retrenchment is the last theme-basically a slow
moving-back from the state's too-much mistake.'*
These persistent regional themes contribute to the
formation of a North Dakota character. According to Robinson,
t h e t y p i c a l North Dakotan is "friendly and
warm-hearted-ready to lend a helping hand. He has a strong
loyalty to the state. He is democratic, suspicious of the
'interests,' and something of a radical. He has an independent,
courageous, stubborn and aggressive spirit; he admires a fighter.
He can endure hardship and suffering, and these have often
made him pessimistic and cautious. He is an energetic person,
full of hustle, and takes pride in withstanding the rigors of the
North Dakota weather." ^ In 1966 Robinson published his
History of North Dakota and his concluding chapter "The
Character of a People" elaborated further on his initial
interpretation. Of particular significance was the strong feeling
of inferiority. The long decades of dependence and economic
disadvantage convinced thousands of North Dakotans that their
state was in a weak position and that people in other parts of
the country considered them inferior to the mainstream of
American life.^
4. Elwyn B. Robinson, "The Themes of North Dakota History," North Dakota
History 26 (Winter 1959): 6-22.
5. Ibid., pp. 22-23.
6. Elwyn B. Robinson, History of North Dakota (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1966), p. 550.
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William Langer's eariy farm experiences demonstrate a
traditional North Dakota background. After graduation from
Casselton High School in 1904, he enrolled as a law student at
the University of North Dakota. Although that frontier
institution had low standards of admission, its graduates in the
short space of two decades provided strong leadership on the
national and local scenes. J.F.T. O'Connor became comptroller
of the United States in the 1930s; William Lemke, a member of
Congress, became the Union candidate for president in 1936;
and Wilham Langer be.came one of only two Republican
governors elected west of the Hudson River in 1932, as welt as a
United States Senator from 1941 until 1959.'^ Although the
young law graduate passed the bar examination in June 1906,
state law prevented him from practicing until he reached the age
of twenty-one.
The next three years provided a contrast for Wilham Langer
and the school that accepted him-Columbia University in New
York City. The two-year law curriculum in North Dakota
provided ample evidence for admission but no background of
academic quality. William Langer, the law graduate of the
University of North Dakota, became freshman Bill Langer,
undergraduate student at Columbia University. A questionable
account of these three years provides the only written narrative
of his college days. The farm boy with the "haycock haircut"
soon became academically acceptable and socially desirable. By
his junior year he had pledged Sigma Chi and had become
president of the Catholic Newman Club. His graduation in 1910
produced several honors: valedictorian of his class, president of
his class, and recipient of the Roelker Medal as "the most
outstanding student" of his class.^ West and East had met, and
the winner was not in doubt.

7. Louis G. Geiger, University of aie Northern Plains: A History of the
University of North Dakota, 1883-1958 (Grand Forks: University of North Dakota
Press, 1958), p. 151. Contrary to Donald K. McCoy's statement that Altred Landon
of Kansas "was the only Republican governor elected west of the Hudson River"
(Lanäon of Kansas [Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 1966], p. 113), William Langer
of North Dakota also secured the govemoiship that year for the Repubhcan party.
8. John M. Holzworth, The Fitting Governor: The Story of William Langer and
the State of North Dakota (Chicago, 111.: Pointer Press, 1938), p. 2.
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The 1910 class prophecy, a pretended future visit by a
classmate to each of the 1910 graduates, predicted the
following visit to William Langer:
To Washington was my next excursion and I hastened to the
office of the third successful politician of our country who
could at the same time be fearless and truthful. The first
Lincoln, the second Roosevelt, the third Bill Langer. He held
no position except his seat in the Senate, but his influence
pervaded Washington as subtly as it at one time did our own
campus. When I entered the door to the inner sanctum I
noticed above it was hung the old proverb, "To the Victor
Belongs the Spoils." Optimistic Bill met me halfway and he
was the same old Bill always glad to have a fellow drop in on
him no matter how busy he was. ^

The class prophecy was indicative of three Langer
traits-ambition, opportunism, and friendliness. The
coincidence in the prophecy of depicting Langer as a future
senator suggested that such a hope had already been discussed.
"To the Victor Belongs the Spoils" was so characteristic of later
Langer habits that it resulted in the term "Langerism," which
was used by his political enemies against him. Lastly, the warm
heart and friendliness, so characteristic of Langer's personality,
had already been documented by 1910 as characteristic of him.
These early distinguishable traits of Langer provide
documentation to Robinson's "character" analysis of a typical
North Dakotan.
The transition from "college king" to United States senator
was not accomplished overnight. But in the following year
Langer added credibility to the class prophecy. "I desire now to
make a living and a record so I may one day become popular
enough to be the most popular man in the state just like I was
in college and be given some political office large enough to
attract the notice of my former classmates in the East."'° In
his first job as assistant state's attorney of Morton County, the
people of that western North Dakota community hardly had
9. Columbia Speetator (Columbia University), 30 May 1910.
10. William Langer to Mrs. Charles M. Rolker, Sr., 18 May 1911, Box 1, File
Folder 10, Personal File 1910-1914, William Langer Papers, Orin G. Ubby
Manuscript Collection, University of North Dakota, Grand Forks (hereafter dted as
Langer Papers).
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time to prepare themselves for the arrival of ambition.
Immediately, the young attorney went after the Northern
Pacific Railroad for its failure to pay property taxes; this suit
later resulted in the recovery of back taxes by the city of
Mandan. More importantly, the attack on "the interests"
produced recognition and encouragement. P.D. Norton, North
Dakota's Third District congressman, thanked the hardworking
lawyer for his victory over the railroads and suggested that he
run for state's attorney.'*
Langer won the office of state's attorney for Morton
County in 1914. What followed erased any doubt about his
future plans. His first week on the job produced forty-two
bench warrants against bootleggers. His first month resulted in
over one hundred arrests for drinking violations. He soon closed
pool halls and theaters on Sunday, and farmers found support
for the installation of public scales to weigh their wheat. The
following fall eight hundred startled parents became recipients
of a registered letter from the state's attorney indicating that
they were not observing the sixteen-year age compulsory school
attendance law for their children. Another form letter addressed
to all school boards demanded that an American flag be
displayed in every school house, transportation be provided for
all school children living more than two and one-half miles from
school, and fire guards be constructed around every school
house.'2
In the fall of 1916 Langer won election as attorney general
for North Dakota on the Nonpartisan League ticket. The league,
organized earlier in the state under the leadership of Arthur C.
Townley and William Lemke, advocated a socialist experiment
for the state that included a state insurance program for
farmers, a state-owned bank, and a state mill and elevator.
Robert Morlan's book on the league has imphed that Langer
won the nomination because he agreed to be obedient to league
programs. '^ The biographer of William Lemke, Edward
11. P.D. Norton to William Langer, 17 Aug. 1913, Box 1, File Folder 10, Personal
FUe 1910-1914, Langer Papers.
12. Ronald V. Olson, "AWlliam Langer's Rise to Political Prominence in North
Dakota" (Master's thesis. University of North Dakota, 1967), pp. 46-53.
13. Moúziiy Political Prairie Fire, p. 72n.

Copyright © 1972 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

48

South Dakota History

Governor Langer

Blackorby, has maintained, however, that Lemke supported
Langer for the office in retribution for a $50.000 loss by the
Langer family in Lemke's Mexican Land Company. ''' Whatever
the interpretation, an ambitious young state's attorney became
part of the most successful radical movement in the state of
North Dakota.
An assessment of Langer as attorney general reveals more
than mere support for the Nonpartisan League. The ambitious
young politician continued earlier practices that had gained him
publicity while state's attorney of Morton County. Langer
initiated suits against eighteen companies involved in the
wholesale fruit business in North Dakota. The suits charged that
a trust had been formed to fix the price of fruit in the state.
Attention also centered on an extensive campaign to educate
the public to the dangers of venereal disease and the health
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hazards in drinking impure water. To centralize administration
for the treatment of such problems, he promoted the creation
of a State Health and Vital Statistics Board. His war on
prohibition continued with the creation of a Flying Squadron,
which staged a gigantic raid on Minot on 7 May 1917.15 Miss
Barbara H. Wylie, an official of the Women*s Christian
Temperance Union, congratulated Langer on the raid and
pledged life-long support for the young attorney general. ^^
Soon after the fall election of 1918, Langer's program
conflicted with the aims of the Nonpartisan League. Thomas
Hall, secretary of state, and Carl Kositzky, state auditor, joined
Langer in a series of attacks on league policies. Langer brought
charges against the Scandinavian-American Bank, which was
owned by the league. He charged that the State Bank of North
Dakota had violated its own policy by giving huge deposits and
loans to one bank in Fargo and that in turn this bank had made
excessive loans to the league and other agencies.^'' When Miss
Minnie J. Nielson, president of the North Dakota Federation of
Women's Clubs, defeated Neil McDonald, the league candidate
for superintendent of pubhc instrucfion, McDonald refused to
give up his office on the grounds that Miss Nielson lacked the
proper qualifications. Langer took her case and succeeded in
removing McDonald from office. >» The Langer-league quarrel
resulted in the defeat of William Langer by incumbent Lynn
Frazier in the 1920 June primary race for governor. Althougli
Langer lost by only 5,414 votes, he now lacked the financial
backing and the political base to continue his attack as an
independent candidate in the fall election.i^

15. Elaine J, Weber, "William Langer: The Progressive Attorney General
(1917-1920)" (Master's thesis. University of North Dakota, 1967), pp. 7-21.
16. Barbara H. Wybe to William Langei, 20 Aug. 1918, Box 8, FUe Folder 13,
Political File 1918, Langer Papers.
17. Robinson, History of North Dakota, pp. 344^45.
18. Morían, Political Prairie Fire, p. 225.
19. North Dakota, Secretary oÍSi3Xt,Compilationof State and National Election
Returns, ¡914-1954, 1920 Primaiy Election (hereafter aicá as Election Returns).
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The period 1920 to 1932 marked the nadir of William
Langer's pohtical career. In the first eight years of that period
he developed a large, private law practice in Bismarck. In 1928
he received the Nonpartisan League nomination for attorney
general. The league had been out of control in the state since
the disastrous recall election of 1921.20 ^he issues in 1928
centered largely on the same charges Langer had made against
the league in 1918—mismanagement of the league's socialistic
institutions and disapproval of Arthur Townley's tactics.
Langer, however, did not win the election nor did he campaign
actively for the office. Moreover, the league in 1928 did not
regain control of the state government. However, the most
significant result of the 1928 election was the rapprochement of
the league with Langer. During the years 1929 to 1932 William
Langer reorganized the league to his tastes and rebuilt it with
his own money. What seemed like a dead, disillusioned political
machine in 1928 became a powerful organization by 1932.
The reemergence of the Nonpartisan League, a common
pattern in North Dakota politics, occurred simultaneously with
the deepening of economic difficulty in the 1930s. That
decade, more than any other, accentuated the already existing
problems of remoteness, dependence, and economic
disadvantage. A great drought engulfed the state. In 1933 the
state averaged only 13.5 inches of rain and in 1934 the amount
dropped to 9.5 inches. Dust storms and grasshoppers
contributed to further hardship.^' North Dakota income
dropped from $264,000,000 in 1929 to $126,000,000 in 1933
and the per-capita income between 1930 and 1940 never
chmbed to more than two-thirds of the national average.^^ The
severest environmental test of the state coincided with the
emergence of WilUam Langer, its most daring leader. In many
cases, the radicalism and the readjustment to the too-much
20. Ibid., 1921 Recall ElecUon.
21. Frank J. Bavendick, Climate and Weather in North Dakota (Bismarck: North
Dakota State Water Conservation Commission, 1952), pp. 13-17.
22. Samuel Kelly et al.. The Population, Labor Force, and Income of North
Dakota (Grand Forks: Bureau of Economic and Business Research, University of
North Dakota, 1954), p. 142.
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mistake, heightened by drought and depression in these years,
can best be understood through the actions and deeds of
Governor William Langer.
William Langer, victorious in the fall election of 1932,
introduced many radical measures during his first term as
governor. On 4 March 1933 he matched President Roosevelt's
proclamation of a national bank holiday and called for a state
bank holiday. More importantly, he issued a moratorium on all
debts. Ten days later the state banks reopened, but the
moratorium remained until 1943. The governor gained support
from the Farm Holiday Association and occasionally used the
national guard to stop sheriffs' sales of farms.23 On 16 October
1933 he issued another proclamation that called for an embargo
23. Robinson, History of North Dakota, p. 405.
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on the shipment of all wheat from North Dakota. In a prepared
statement he defended bis actions as necessary to restore the
purchasing power of the North Dakota farmer, called on other
governors in states producing spring wheat to join him in the
embargo pohcy, and criticized the national administration for
failing to alleviate the plight of the farmer.24 A New York
Times editorial commented that the embargo could only persist
in North Dakota because of its people. Moreover, if other
midwestern governors shared sympathy with Langer, they
lacked the infiuence or power to carry it out. ^^ Langer lifted
the moratorium on 5 December and later a federal court
declared the act unconstitutional. But through these two
measures, Langer lifted the spirits of his people. Whether the
moratorium saved one farm or a thousand or whether the
increase in wheat prices soon after the embargo could be
directly attributed to his actions was incidental to the
results-the marriage of the North Dakota farmers and William
Langer.
The marriage, however, suffered a severe internal crisis in
1934. That year, the last year of his first term as governor.
Langer centered on the very important question of how to
remain in power. In preparation for reelection, he established
his own newspaper the Leader in the summer of 1933. He
publicly solicited his appointees to buy subscriptions equal to
five percent of their annual salaries. One student of Langer's
career has suggested that his organization was so tight that
people could not get jobs unless they worked for Bill Langer. ^^
By June 1933 the state began to receive money from the
Federal Emergency Relief Administratioa Governor Langer
and his appointed state emergency relief committee
administered the money and selected persons for all federal
jobs. On 1 March 1934 Harry Hopkins removed this power from
the state committee. On 17 June 1934 a federal grand jury
indicted Langer and eight associates on charges of sohciting
24. New York Times, 17 Oct. 1933, pp. 1, 8.
25. Ibid., 22 Oct. 1933, p. 6.
26. James T. Ertresvaag, "The Persuasive Technique of William Langer" (Ma-ster's
thesis. University of North Dakota, 1967), p. 40.
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money for political purposes from federal employees. On 17
July 1934 the North Dakota State Supreme Court removed
Langer from office because he had been convicted of a felony.^''
The publicity of this trial and the three subsequent trials
split the state into pro-Langer and anti-Langer camps. In voting
strength the two camps were about equal. Because of this,
Langer won a second gubernatorial term in 1936, when the
votes for the three candidates in the primary and fall elections
split in his favor. He also narrowly missed being elected to the
United States Senate in 1938 against Gerald P. Nye and did
eventually defeat incumbent Senator Lynn J. Frazier in
1940.2» After thirty years the Columbia University class
prophecy had finally been fulfilled.
Ironically, the divided forces that allowed William Langer's
victory in the United States Senate race in 1940 suddenly
became reunited in one last desperate attempt to unseat him.
They presented a case to the Senate Committee on Privileges
and Elections charging Langer with "moral turpitude." The
precedent for such an action centered on the issue that the
Senate must "under its constitutional and inherent obligation
examine the qualifications of its members." ^^ The charges
brouglit against Langer required many pages of testimony. In
general, they reiterated every public criticism that had appeared
in the press or in Langer's previous trials.^° On 29 January
1942 the senatorial committee voted thirteen to three "that
William Langer is not entitled to be a Senator of the United
States from the State of North Dakota." ^^
Langer had earlier toid the committee that "you must not
27. Robinson, ^ísíory of North Dakota, pp. 406-11.
28. Election Returns, 1936 Primary and Fall Election, 1938 Primary and Fall
Election, and 1940 Primary and Fall Election.
29. U.S., Congress, Senate, Committee on Privileges and Elections, Majority
Report as to the Seating of William Langer, A Senator from the State of North
Dakota, S. Rept. 1010, 77th Cong., 2nd sess., 1942, p. 103 (hereafter cited as S
Rept. 1010).
30. S. Rept. 1010, pp. 26-30.
31. S. Rept. 1010, p. 3.
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indict the people of the state here, and that is what petitioners
are asking you to do." ^2 On 5 March 1942 the minority report
agreed that "the evidence demonstrates beyond doubt that
substantially all of the matters complained of in this proceeding
were publicly discussed by opposing candidates and others on
the forum and through the radio and press of the
state . . . . Here the United States Senate is asked flatly to
reverse the will of the people of a sovereign state on the sole
ground that for a period of twenty years 'it is alleged that he
has been "suspected" and "accused" of conduct involving moral
turpitude.' This is a startling suggestion. If it were adopted it
would establish a weird precedent for this or any other
body." 33 Finally on 27 March 1942 the Senate voted fifty-two
to thirty to permit William Langer to occupy his seat.^"^
One national writer characterized Senator Langer as a rebel,
i m p r u d e n t , gaily irresponsible, arrogant, kindly, and
high-minded. 35 still another writer depicted him as the leading
nonconformist in the United States Senate. His personal habits
included chewing on cellophane-wrapped cigars, which he never
lighted; living in a Washington hotel condemned for poor
heating and plumbing; and always bidding "no trump" in bridge
regardless of distribution or card points.^6 A deeper look into
Langer's personahty reveals immaturity, a refiection of a remote
and dependent region, and characteristics representative of a
typical North Dakotan. The inferiority complex, so
representative of colonial North Dakota, can be found in the
character of William Langer, its leading spokesman. Moreover,
Langer's domestic and foreign record in the Senate gives ample
evidence to support that statement.
32. S. Rept. 1010, p. 31.
33. S. Rept. 1010, pt. 2:209.
34. New York Times, 28 Mar. 1942, p. 1.
35. Irwin Ross, "Wild Bill of the Plains," Coronet 43(Feb. 1958): 62; see also
Louis H. Cook, "They Didn't Bury Him on the Lone Pimie," Saturday Evening Post
213 (7 June 1941): 29,104-8.
36. Alfred A. Steinberg, "Judiciary's Wild BUI," New York Times Magazine, 19
Apr. 1953, p. 20.
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Langer remained a staunch friend of the farmer—he
supported the Missouri Valley Authority, advocated a rural
electrification program, criticized the farm policies of Ezra Taft
Benson, and defended higli price supports.^"^ In addition, he
broadened his support of the "underdog." As chairman of the
Senate Post Office Committee, he pushed through better
salaries and improved conditions for postal employees. He voted
consistently with labor, and at his death in 1959 the newspaper
labor praised him as a staunch friend of the working man.^«
Soon the themes of North Dakota history played to a
national audience. In 1943 Langer filled the Congressional
Record with letters from North Dakota farmers urging
continued support for the Farm Security Administration.^^ He
also defended the federal crop insurance program. In speaking
for it he turned to Senator Harry Byrd of Virginia and asked
"Where in heaven's name is the farmer to go to obtain
insurance?" In 1945 Langer launched a campaign to bring
electricity to all farmers in the Great Plains. He produced a
report which showed that ninety-three percent of Rhode Island
farmers had ligiit and power on their farms. In the Great Plains,
however, South Dakota and North Dakota ranked forty-seventh
and forty-eighth in the country with nine and seven.
respectively, out of every one hundred farmers having light and
power.'*** On 1 July 1949 Langer mailed a form letter to every
farmer in North Dakota, which stated that "if you wish light
and power on your farm and have been unable to get them,
write and let me know, as 1 have been assured by the Rural
Electrification Administration that you will get them not later
than December 31, 1950."'"
37. Ertresvaag, "The Persuasive Technique of William Langer," p. 54.
38. Labor, 14 Nov. 1959.
39. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 78th Cong., 1st sess., 1943, 89,
pt.3:4019;ibid., 78th Cong., 1st sess., 1943, 89, pt. 4: 5018.
40. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 82nd Cong., 1st sess., 1951, 97,
pt. 2: 2386; ibid., 79th Cong., 1st sess., 1945, 9 1 , p t 4: 4527; ibid., 81st Cong., Ist
sess., 95, pt. 14: 8322; ibid., 81st Cong., 1st sess., 1949, 95, pt. 14: 6401; ibid., 81st
Cong., 2nd sess., 1950, 96, pt. 6: 8128.
41. U.S., Cong^ess, Senate, Congressional Record, 81st Cong., 1st sess., 1949, 95,
pt. 14; 8794.
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In 1944 Senator Langer asked the Department of State for a
list of department personnel who came from North Dakota and
then pubhcized the fact that not one of the department's 8,926
employees were North Dakotans. Langer bombarded his Senate
colleagues with vivid examples of North Dakotans whom he
considered outstanding, not inferior.'^^ FinaUy in 1951 the
Senate approved the nomination of Thomas E. Whelan as
ambassador to Nicaragua. Senator Irvin Ives of New York
expressed elafion over the choice. He hoped that since a citizen
of North Dakota had finally been nominated for a diplomatic
office. Senator Langer would kindly lay off New York for
awhile.''^
Applied eariier in his wheat embargo of 1933, the "hold
up" tactic eventually became the favorite trick of "Wild Bill"
Langer and worked not unlike the western stagecoach "hold
up." In February 1943 he delayed Senate confirmation of
Judge Wiley Blout Rutledge of Iowa to the United States
Circuit Court of Appeals. Since Langer made no specific charges
against Rutledge, the New York Times attributed his action to
mere arrogance.'*'* In November 1943 he single-handedly
prevented a vote on the amended Connally Resolution.
Although the resolution eventually passed. Langer had his
day.'*^ On 30 November 1944, unexpectedly and without
explanation. Langer objected to the immediate confirmation of
Edward R. Stettinus, Jr. as secretary of state. Langer was
quoted as saying that "it was a long story." Indeed it was, and
on 1 December Langer held the floor of the Senate for two and
one-half hours. He questioned Stettinus on the activities of his
father Edward R. Stettinus, Sr., who had been chairman of the
Board of United States Steel during World War 1. Langer
charged that United States Steel had refused to build steel mills
in the western states during those years. In addition, he declared
42. U.S., Congress, Senate, Conff-essional Record, 81st Cong., 2nd sess., 1950, 96,
pt. 12: 16817-20.
43. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 82nd Cong., 1st sess., 1951, 97,
pt. 14: 8805.
44. New York Times, S Feb. 1943, p. 14.
45. Ibid., 5 Nov. 1943. p. 18.
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that J.P. Morgan owned United States Steel. The Senate,
impatient with the delay, approved the nomination by a vote of
sixty-seven to one, with Langer casting the one negative vote.'**
Langer had attempted to assert the feelings of his region
without success.
The biggest "hold up" occurred, however, when President
Eisenhower nominated Earl Warren to be chief justice of the
United States. This was big game, and with Langer as chairman
of the Senate Judiciary Committee, confirmation did not come
immediately. In fact, although Earl Warren had been sworn in
on 5 October 1953, confirmation still had not been given by
February 1954. James Reston of the New York Times
explained the delay to Warren, describing the intluence of the
inferiority complex typical of North Dakotans on Langer's
character. All Warren had to do was to check back on the
voluminous remarks that the senator had already made in regard
to appointments. In particular, Reston cited the following
remark made by Langer on the floor of the Senate on 8
December 1950. "Mr. President, I am serving notice that the
next time the Senate is called on to confirm anyone to head any
office I propose to oppose the confirmation. . . . I want the
Senators to know exactly how I feel on the subject, I have taken
up the matter time and time again and if in order to get results I
must delay and take the time of the Senate, even in these
critical times, I propose to do it." '^'^ The "subject" was, of
course, the simple fact that no citizens of North Dakota held
any important federal offices. If North Dakota was remote,
dependent, and economically inferior. Langer took every
opportunity to say so on the floor of the Senate. The "hold up"
usually did not last long. In this specific instance, however, it
created criticism within the Republican party. Senator Richard
Knowland, Republican majority whip of the Senate, went so far
as to propose a change in the seniority method of picking
Senate chairmen.***
46. Ibid., 30 Nov. 1944 (p. 13), 1 Dec. 1944 {p. 18).
47. Ibid., 18 Feb. 1954, p. 14.
48. Ibid., 26 Feb. 1954, p. 9.
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In the fall of 1945 Langer called for an investigation of
"ticket scalping" at the annual army-navy game. He also
proposed that the annual service contest be played free of
charge and be held in a different state each year. The Langer
schedule would start in the fall of 1946 with the first game to
be played in Alabama. This provided two equalizers for North
Dakota football fans-free tickets and the host state in 1979.**^
Senator William Langer carried the North Dakota tradition
of isolationism into the "cold war" period. ^^ He voted against
lend-lease, against selective service, against reciprocal trade
agreements, against the United Nations Charter, against the
Atlantic Treaty, against the Marshall Plan, against NATO,
against American involvement in the Korean War, and against
SEATO. In fact, William Langer voted against every foreign aid
appropriafion bill except the United Nations Relief and
Rehabilitation Administration.^' A recent study suggests that
Langer's isolationism stemmed essentially from his attempt to
extricate North Dakota from its colonial dependent position.
For Senator Langer, the best foreign policy probably was no
policy unless North Dakota shared in its benefits. ^^ Langer
often stated this in the words "charity begins at home" or
"friendship is won, not bought." ^-^
Langer's "charity begins at home" interpretation, part of
the typical North Dakota character, often resulted in an
anti-British attitude on Langer's part. His most humorous action
came on 31 December 1951 in a telegram addressed to the
pastor of the North Church in Boston. "Respectfully request
49. Ibid., 2 Nov. 1945, p. 14.
50. North Dakota's isolationism is discussed in three articles by Robert Poole
Wilkins: "Midwestern Isolationism: A Re-Examination," North Dakota Quarterly 2^
(May 1956): 69-76: "The Non-ethnic Roots of North Dakota's Isolationism,"
Nebraska History 44 (Sept. 1963): 205-21;and "The Nonpartisan League and Upper
Midwest Isoiaüonism," Agricultural History 39 (Apr. 1965): 102-9.
51. Glenn H. Smith, "Senator William Langer: A Study in Isolationism" (Ph.D.
diss.. University of Iowa, 1968).
52. Ibid., p. 238.
53. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 84th Cong., 2nd sess., 1956,
102, pt. 11: 15695.
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that if possible two lanterns be hung in belfry of your hallowed
edifice immediately. The Queen Mary starts on trans-Atlantic
voyage to our shore. Your Church patriotically served Paul
Revere to signal which permitted him to alert and to warn his
fellow countrymen to the coming of the British. Believe that
our fellow countrymen be equally warned and alerted today
and will issue statement regarding Mr. Winston Churchill's visit
tomorrow. Please telegraph me collect if this request can or
cannot be filled."^^
His other term "friendship is won, not bought" contained a
touch of Western humor and frankness and again reflected the
typical North Dakota character. The following dialogue took
place between Henry Cabot Lodge, United States ambassador to
the United Nations, and Senator Langer.
SENATOR LANGER: I haven't any questions at aU. 1
was just curious about what you think. Do you meet the
Russian Representatives socially anywhere aside from those
meetings you have, or any other members?
MR. LODGE; We have a Security Council dinner once a
month, and I see them there.
SENATOR LANGER: If you don't mind my being
unusually frank, there is a certain aloofness about you. 1 voted
to confirm you, but there is a certain aloofness in the way you
meet other members of the Senate that I thou^t hurt you,
and 1 just wondered if there is a good fellowship, if you went
up to some of those fellows and slapped them on the back
without losing your dignity at all, just comradeship with them,
would sometimes, out west at least, do an awful lot of good.
Mr. Humphrey, for example when he runs around in
Minnesota-and I have watched him-and he sees someone he
doesn't like especially, he goes up and pats him on the back
and says, "Well, how is everything?" Is there anythbg like that
at all done on your part?
MR. LODGE: Let me say 1 was elected five times to
public office in Massachusetts where they like to shake hands
just about as much as they do out west. I got defeated the
sixth time, although it wasn't because I didn't shake hands.
You and I have never been aloof with each other, vou know
that.
54. Press release, 31 Dec. 1951, FUe Folder 140-2, Lan^r Papers, dted by Smith,
"Senator William Langer: A Study in Isolationism," p. 122.
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SENATOR LANGER: That is right.
MR. LODGE: Yes, there is a place for that. I refuse to
pose having my picture taken shaking hands, yes. 1 refuse to
do that because 1 think the symholism of that is wrong in the
light of hostilities in Korea, but tliat doesn't mean you can't
have normal relations in a dignified and cordial way, and we
do.
SENATOR LANGER: You take Senator Wiley, now
you watch him some day. He comes in and shakes hands with
practically everybody. I've seen him go to table after table.
MR. LODGE: You and 1 were in the Senate dining
room twenty minutes ago. We didn't do too bad. You and 1
covered ground in there.
SENATOR LANGER: Yes, but after all, you are the
representative and symbolize the United States of America. As
Senator Bob Taft is Mr. Repubhcan, you are Mr. America. It
does seem to me you're being unsually friendly personally
with those fellows (who) would pay an enormous dividend.55

The extent of William Langer's inferiority complex surfaced
in his tendency to attribute greater achievements to himself
than he could justly claim. The Legislative Manual for the state
of North Dakota stated that he had graduated valedictorian of
Columbia University in 1910.^^ The only pubhshed biography,
John Holzworth's Fighting Governor: The Story of William
Langer and the State of North Dakota reiterated the same
statement. ^"^ That story was also common property in the state
and in the nation's capital. Yet, the transcript of William Langer
documents him as a C student. ^^ If Robinson's thesis is correct
that many North Dakotans feel alienated and unappreciated to
the point of being considered inferior, tlie Langer distortion
55. U.S., Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Hearings, Testimony
of Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., the United States Representative to the
United Nations, and Representative in the Security Council, 83rd Cong., 1st sess.,
1953, p. 13, dted by Smith, "Senator William Langer: A Study in Isolationism,"
pp. 49-50.
56. Thomas Hall, ed.. State of North Dakota: 1919 Legislative Manual.
57. Holzworth, The Mghting Governor, p. 2.
58. Official transcript, in possession of Di. Glenn H. Smith, Department of
History, University of North Dakota, Grand Forks.
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becomes explainable.^^ When an eastern periodical, the New
Republie, charged Langer with being a demagogue, he replied
with "why class me a demagogue because of a conviction based
on prejudice, hatred and crookedness? At Columbia I was also
valedictorian of my class. Why was that left out of the
enumeration?"^^ Other biographical statements substantiate
Langer's tendency to claim merit falsely. He always maintained
that his first teacher was Alice Rutledge, a cousin of the
sweetheart of Abraham Lincoln, Ann Rutledge. This is an
example of another attempt to compensate for the feeling of
inferiority by Langer. If he could document connection with a
great American, he would be accepted. The indirect connecfion
in the Rutledge example would have been tenuous indeed, but
to William Langer it was important. Langer also declared that he
was the only person ever to be arrested in any English speaking
country for filing an affidavit of prejudice against a judge. ^'
The underlying significance of that statement may not be
clearly evident, but it does reveal his wish to receive attention.
Perhaps he was attempting to show he was unique, or the only
one, or that he had been wronged. In any case, he wanted to
show that he had confidence in his own judgment, even if he
did come from North Dakota.
On 8 November 1959 North Dakota's political prairie fire
died. As North Dakota's one-man Chamber of Commerce,
William Langer had attempted to change the colonial status of
his state and, in the process, to rationahze his escape from that
state's environment. Unfortunately, neither Langer nor North
Dakota could cast off the infiuence of a geographic
environment involving remoteness, dependence, and a nagging
feeling of inferiority.
59. Robinson,//zsior^ of North Dakota, p. 550.
60. New Republic m 0\ Oct. 1934): 340.
61. Concessional Directory, 85th Cong., 2nd sess., 1958, p. 118.
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