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ABSTRACT 

 

Shortly after the United States became a belligerent in World War I, a Kentucky 
newspaper editor declared Wisconsin the “Traitor State”—a conclusion he based on the 
significant percentage of Wisconsin’s national representatives voting against entry into 
the war, the governor’s push against a selective service draft, a mis-reported fact that the 
state had not filled its draft’s quota, a large and outspoken Socialist Party, but most 
importantly because of the state’s senior U.S. senator Robert M. La Follette, a 
Progressive Republican, who continued to vorciforously argue that the country should 
not be involved in the European War. Over the next year and a half, the state’s self-
described “militant patriots” or superpatriots attempted to disprove this epithet and 
show instead that Wisconsin was filled with loyal, patriotic citizens. They began their 
mission using propaganda and education, but later resorted to intimidation and 
vigilantism. This work argues that the turning point between these two methods was the 
special senatorial election held in the Spring of 1918, when the state needed to replace 
its recently deceased junior senator with either a potentially disloyal representative 
along the lines of La Follette or an appropriately loyal one who would help dispel its 
traitor state reputation. This election was the state’s “crisis of loyalty.” Although the 
loyalist candidate won, a significant percentage of the voting population, especially 
among German Americans, voted for the allegedly disloyal candidate. Embarrassed by 
this result, the state’s superpatriots, usually members of a community’s elite, began to 
lash out at those they perceived as disloyal, focusing primarily on German Americans 
and on farmers, who they found difficult to influence. The resulting vigilantism was 
affected, however, by the prevalent and popular Progressive Movement, which 
privileged restraint and control over violence. Wisconsin can be considered a microcosm 
of a larger movement of intense superpatriotism that swept through the country during 
World War I. This monograph provides a detailed examination of this unique Wisconsin 
situation with the idea that it can be used to help explain the broader phenomenon of 
American superpatriotism during and since the Great War. 
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Introduction  

“Of course Wisconsin is loyal, the great majority of her people are loyal, but a few, 

who have assumed to speak for others, have given Wisconsin the reputation abroad, 

of having within her borders a large percentage of people who want Germany to win 

this war.” 

Loyalty Legion speech, n.d. (late 1917)1 

“We are not far enough advanced to be dogmatic about it, but suggest that duty and 
love combined are something like the equivalent of loyalty.”  

Capital Times, February 3, 19192 

On April 6, 1918, the one-year anniversary of America’s entrance into the 

European War, almost two thousand student cadets gathered at the University of 

Wisconsin’s Armory in Madison at the beginning of their two-and-a-half-mile march to 

the University’s Stock Pavilion where they, along with eight thousand other attendees, 

planned to hear patriotic speeches by those eager to “whip up enthusiasm” for the war 

effort. A cold steady rain made the march unpleasant and by the time they arrived at the 

unheated building, the young men were soaked to the skin and shivering in their heavy 

wool uniforms. They, along with everyone else, looked forward to a handful of rousing 

patriotic songs and a few brief speeches, so they could return home to dry and warm 

themselves. Their hopes were dashed when Robert M. McElroy, a Princeton professor 

serving as the educational director for the National Security League during World War I, 

took the podium and droned on for over two hours. By the time McElroy began his third 

hour of oration, most of the audience had left with the exception of his fellow speakers 

on the podium and the cadets, who began to show their displeasure by stamping their 

feet, snapping their rifle triggers, and generally being noisy. Irritated by the cadets’ 

                                                           
1 Speech made by unknown Loyalty Legion member to a manufacturers group, n.d., but appears to be from late 

1917, Wisconsin Loyalty Legion (WLL) papers, Box 4, miscellaneous letters and speeches folder. 
2 “Loyalty” (editorial), Capital Times, February 3, 1919, 4.  
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seeming indifference to his patriotic message, McElroy allegedly decided to get a rise out 

of his audience by emphatically declaring, “I think you are a bunch of damned traitors!”  

When his audience did not respond to this taunt, he added, “I’ve often wondered what it 

be like to speak before a Prussian audience.  I think I now know.”3  Still, no response.   

McElroy’s visit to Madison had been part of a speaking tour through the western 

states for the National Security League, a volunteer organization that promoted 

patriotism, nationalism, and Americanism beginning in World War I. His purpose was, 

in part, to promote these concepts, but also to find out if these states were patriotic or 

rife with pro-Germanism. Upon his return to the east coast, the National Security 

League issued a statement that during his trip, McElroy had discovered that while many 

“foreign born” living in the west had become true Americans, there was still a significant 

amount of pro-Germanism, apathy, and ignorance of patriotic concepts amongst 

Americans, foreign and native, living in western states. McElroy specifically mentioned 

seeing “young men clad in the uniform of the American Army beneath which were 

concealed the souls of Prussians.” Two days later, the New York Tribune asked him to 

elaborate, which he did by describing his experience at the University of Wisconsin.4 

McElroy probably thought he had an easy target in Wisconsin, since even before 

America’s entrance into the war, others throughout the country had questioned the 

                                                           
3 From the Rutland News, Rutland Vermont, as reported in the St. Albans Daily Messenger, St. Albans, Vermont, 

April 22, 1918, 5; National Security League Hearings before a Special Committee of the House of Representatives, 

65th Congress, 3rd Session, H. Res. 469 and H. Res. 476, part 6, January 11, 1919, 521-522, 525-526; Paul Glad, The 

History of Wisconsin: War, A New Era, and Depression, Vol. V (Madison, WI: State Historical Society of Wisconsin 

Press, 1990), 41.  
4 National Security League Hearings, 524-525. These pages refer to Exhibit A, National Security League press 

release, “National Security League Leader Says West Needs Arousing on War—Dr. Robert M. M’Elroy, League’s 

Educational Director, Finds Pro-Germanism, Apathy, and Ignorance in Western Tour,” April 15, 1918 and Exhibit B, 

New York Tribune article, “West is Crowded with Pro-Germans, Dr. M’Elroy Says—Government Should Investigate 

University of Wisconsin, He Declares,” April 17, 1918. 
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loyalty and patriotism of its leaders and citizens. By July 1917 it had earned the epitaph 

“Traitor State.” Just days before his speaking engagement at the University, the state 

had gone through an election which many had viewed as Wisconsin’s chance to prove its 

loyalty to the nation. The election results had been promising, but not definitive. So, the 

editors of the Rutland (Vermont) News were probably not surprised by McElroy’s story 

and could easily wonder, “Is it possible that in Wisconsin…there is such open evidence 

of pro-Germanism, as alleged?  If so, it is high time for a thorough investigation of the 

situation.”5  McElroy’s hometown newspaper, the Trenton (New Jersey) Evening News 

also commented on the story by noting the state’s poor reputation and reminding its 

readers about the politician behind it all, “It will probably surprise no one to learn that 

evidence of disloyalty and treason should be found in a state represented in the United 

States Senate by [Robert M.] La Follette nor even in the University of Wisconsin, which 

has shown pro-German tendencies.” The paper’s editors added, “If Wisconsin desires to 

appear as one hundred per cent loyal in the eyes of the people of the United States, it 

must demonstrate its loyalty by actions and not professions.”6 Over the next few 

months, Wisconsin’s leaders in patriotism would try to do just that. 

McElroy, in his dramatic statements, had created a public relations nightmare for 

the state and especially the University of Wisconsin, which pushed back with force by 

pointing out that he had conveniently left out important information and had not been 

quite truthful in his declarations. University leaders asked those who had been on the 

dais with McElroy what they had heard and it soon became clear that while he may have 

uttered thoughts about the cadets being traitors and Prussians, he did so more under his 

                                                           
5 From the Rutland News, as reported in the St. Albans Daily Messenger, April 22, 1918, 5. 
6 “Disloyalty in Wisconsin,” Trenton Evening News, Trenton, New Jersey, May 2, 1918, 6. 
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breath than with clear and loud statements. He also omitted the fact that the cadets 

were drenched and cold and that he misread his audience by presenting a lengthy 

diatribe instead of a brief oration. As a result of his long speech, several of the cadets 

ended up in the infirmary and two private citizens who attended passed away from 

exposure.7 The National Security League at first refused to acknowledge these errors, 

even after a review of the incident by its president, but were later brought to task during 

a two-month-long House of Representatives hearing. The organization was also 

chastised by George Creel, director of the Committee for Public Information, the federal 

government’s propaganda agency during the war, who wrote that “Few instances have 

struck me as more disgraceful than the McElroy affair…The National Security League 

seems to put press notices above patriotism.”8 McElroy may have been censured, but his 

narrative fit into a home front discourse by the country’s self-described militant patriots 

that labelled Wisconsinites as potentially disloyal and possibly seditious and traitorous. 

Several decades later, however, historians Horace Peterson and Gilbert Fite in 

Opponents of War, 1917-1918 (1957) wrote that this “childish” incident represented “the 

conceit, the foggy mentality, and hysteria” of the World War I superpatriot.9 

*** 

McElroy represented the quintessential American superpatriot of the World War 

I era, a white-collar, politically conservative, Angl0-American who defined patriotism as 

an unquestioning belief in devotion to country, the righteousness of the American way 

                                                           
7 National Security League Hearings, 526. Information from Exhibit C, “Resolution of the Faculty of the University of 

Wisconsin Adopted April 24, 1918.” 
8 Letter from George Creel to William E. Dodd, September 23, 1918, as quoted in Horace C. Peterson and Gilbert 

Fite, Opponents of War, 1918-1918 (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1957), 108.  
9 Peterson and Fite, 108. 
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of life, the inability of America to be morally wrong, and the superiority of the American 

military, along with an intense hatred of the German foe, who McElroy and his 

compatriots viewed as evil and godless.10 These superpatriots spoke of loyalty and 

patriotism in nativist and nationalistic terms that did not allow for dissent or challenges. 

Those who did not agree with their ideas of patriotism could not be considered one 

hundred percent American and had to be punished, often with intimidating tactics up to 

and including violence. 

Superpatriotism,11 an extreme form of nationalism, needs to be separated from 

patriotism. According to historian Merle Curti the latter can be “defined as love of 

country, pride in it, and readiness to make sacrifices for what is considered its best 

interest,” while nationalism supports the idea that one’s country is superior to all others 

and its interests separate and more important than other nations—essentially an 

excessive and aggressive form of patriotism.12  Superpatriots make nationalism an 

emotive force that places “nationalistic pride and supremacy above every other public 

consideration,” according to political scientist Michael Parenti.13 Beyond this pride, they 

believe that their country is endowed with a superior virtue, a unique history, and a 

special place in the world.14 Parenti, who has studied superpatiotism in the United 

States, believes American superpatriots have several distinctive characteristics, a few of 

which can be directly tied to the World War I era, specifically a support of militarism; a 

                                                           
10 Some of this definition is pulled from the description of war proponents in Peterson and Fite, 12.  
11 I will be treating “hyperpatriotism” and “superpatriotism” as synonyms throughout this work. Superpatriotism 

was used during the war, while hyperpatriotism appears to have been created afterwords. Both words are 

frequently used by historians. At the time, the preferred term was “militant patriots.” 
12 Merle Curti, The Roots of American Loyalty (New York: Columbia University Press, 1946, viii; See also 

“Nationalism vs. Patriotism,” letter to the editor, Washington Post, February 20, 2014.  
13 Michael Parenti, Land of Idols: Political Mythology in America (NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1994), 26. 
14 Michael Parenti, Superpatriotism (Sand Francisco: City Lights Books, 2004), 2. 
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reliance on machismo rhetoric; an uncritical readiness to follow national leaders, 

especially the president; and, the use of it by politico-economic leaders to “mask class 

privileges and mute class conflict.”15 All of these features appeared in Wisconsin during 

the months the United States participated in the Great War and will be seen throughout 

this work.  

Besides the rampant nationalism and superpatriotism that existed throughout 

the United States during World War I, political science professor Murray Levin has 

argued that American elites, including those in Wisconsin during World War I, have a 

history of promoting political hysteria and repression when they believe their power is 

being challenged, by creating a crusade to purge an imaginary threat or evil. He suggests 

that the repression of this threat can be cloaked in a democratic American façade that 

appears practical, pluralist, lawful, and not particularly violent as the elites rely on 

legislatures and the courts to support their crusade, along with carefully created 

marketing campaigns that reinforce the righteousness of their passion and the ugliness 

of the enemy.16 Although Levin was primarily interested in the Red Scare and 

McCarthyism, his discussion of American nationalism and hyperpatriotic instincts offers 

insights into Wisconsin’s bout with superpatriotism during World War I, especially in 

regards to the state’s German-Americans.  

As a way to diminish and control those who have challenged their authority, 

superpatriots, including those from World War I Wisconsin, tend to deploy words such 

as patriotism, American, loyalty/disloyalty, and traitor as weapons against those they 

                                                           
15 Parenti (1994), 35. 
16 Murray B. Levin, Political Hysteria in America: The Democratic Capacity for Repression (New York: Basic Books, 

1971), 4-8.  
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perceive as a threat. Their definition of these terms often appears extreme and seems to 

take a fascist approach that brooks no disparagement of American icons nor dissent 

against governmental decisions (at least the ones they agree with). They see dichotomies 

such as patriot vs. traitor, loyalty vs. disloyalty, and American vs. un-American in black 

and white terms; there are no gray areas. One either accepts their narrow definitions of 

these terms or one is an enemy of the nation.  

This mindset is apparent in the following analysis of Wisconsin’s World War I 

hyperpatriots. In the name of national security during a time of war, they wielded these 

concepts as a cudgel to destroy those who contested America’s role as a belligerent in the 

European War, seemingly ignoring the first amendment right of freedom of speech. 

While this blatant flaunting of the Bill of Rights seems apparent to us today, at the time 

these rights only provided protections against acts of the national government, not those 

of the states, allowing state and local governments to punish with impunity those who 

spoke out or gathered together to question governmental actions. Wisconsin’s 

superpatriots had no problem denying their fellow citizens any perceived rights they 

might have as an American, and Wisconsin’s courts and governmental entities generally 

supported them in their attempts to search out and annihilate the threat of any disloyal, 

traitorous, or un-American Wisconsin citizen.17  

                                                           
17 Jack N. Rakove, “Bill of Rights,” in The Concise Princeton Encyclopedia of American Political History, eds. Michael 

Kazin, Rebecca Edwards and Adam Rothman (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011), 40. After World War 

I, the Supreme Court began to support the idea that the Bill of Rights applied to state governments as well as the 

federal, an idea generally referred to as the Incorporation Doctrine. The Court’s 1925 ruling in Gitlow v. New York, 

which restrained state governments from violating freedom of speech, represented the first time the 

Incorporation Doctrine went into effect.  
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The intense wave of superpatriotism that was experienced in Wisconsin also 

swept through all of America during the war, and could be found in almost every city, 

town, and county in the country. The Midwest was definitely not immune. Besides 

Wisconsin, nearby states also went to disturbing extremes in their practice and 

understanding of what it meant to be a patriot during war time. Minnesota’s 

Commission of Public Safety, for example, used its “almost dictatorial powers,” 

according to Minnesota historian Carl Chrislock, not only against German Americans, 

but primarily to defeat trade unions and the Nonpartisan League, viewed as disloyal 

leftist organizations that did not adequately support the war effort by the state’s seven 

commissioners.18  In a similar vein, Iowa’s governor, William L. Harding, issued a 

proclamation forbidding the use of foreign languages in any public place, including 

churches and on the telephone, stating, in essence, that freedom of speech only 

extended to the English language.19  

Wisconsin was also rife with superpatriots, but they had a unique problem not 

found in any other state of the union—they lived in the “Traitor State,” a concept that 

began to emerge in the months before America entered the war, but solidified during the 

summer of 1917. This epithet arose from a triad of issues that were unique to the state, 

at least in combination. To begin with, Wisconsin had a large and vocal German 

population that represented around one third of the state’s residents, according to the 

                                                           
18 Carl H. Crislock, Watchdog of Loyalty: The Minnesota Commission of Public Safety during World War I (St. Paul, 

MN: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1991), x. 
19 Crislock (1991), 270.; Carl H. Crislock, Ethnicity Challenged: The Upper Midwest Norwegian-American Experience 

in World War I (Northfield, MN: Norwegian-American Historical Association, 1981), 81-82. Crislock notes that the 

text of Harding’s proclamation was published in English in the Lutheraneren, a Norwegian language newspaper, on 

June 12, 1918. Also see Nancy Ruth Derr, “Iowans during World War I: A Study of Change Under Stress,” (Ph.D. 

dissertation, George Washington University, 1979).  
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1910 census, and who had been strong advocates for neutrality in the early years of the 

war.20 Other states had large German populations, but they often consisted of pacifist 

groups, such as the Amish or the Mennonites, who did not participate in politics. 

Wisconsin’s Germans, in contrast, expected to be and were active participants in the 

state’s political arena. Once the United States entered the war, these Germans came 

under suspicion, although not immediately. Combined with a potential filial connection 

to the enemy country, many of these Germans, especially in Milwaukee, associated with 

the Socialist Party. Perceived as a questionable leftist organization at best before the 

war, it raised nativist ire when its leaders condemned America’s entry into the European 

War the same week the country declared war on Germany. Finally, Wisconsin was home 

to the “Kaiser’s Senator,” Robert M. La Follette, a Progressive Republican who also 

spoke out against America’s participation in the war before and after Congress and 

President Woodrow Wilson decided to send troops to Europe. With his strong ideals and 

combative personality, he became a lighting rod for those eager to label anti-war 

represenatatives as disloyal and was the first reason Wisconsin became labelled the 

“traitor state.” 

Wisconsin’s superpatriots were keenly aware of the national perception. By the 

summer of 1918, they bridled at allegations from across the nation that Wisconsin was 

acutely lacking in patriotic zeal. While the Los Angeles Times declared from the west 

coast, “There is probably more disloyalty per square foot in Wisconsin than anywhere 

else in the country,” the Washington Post chimed in from the east with the opinion that 

“there may be few spots as intensely pro-German as there are in Wisconsin.” Perhaps, 

                                                           
20 One third of Wisconsin’s residents in 1910 had either been born in Germany or had a parent who was born in 

Germany.  
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worst of all, the Montgomery (Alabama) Advertiser damned Wisconsin as “the 

American hot bed of disloyalty.”21 This is the rhetoric they were responding to when they 

set out to prove these commentators wrong, sometimes using extreme measures.   

Wisconsin’s World War I-era superpatriots were the state’s elite—men who not 

only used the war to support their businesses and political ambitions but who also 

invoked their privilege, supported by class, race, ethnicity, religion, and heritage, to 

demand an unquestioning allegiance to the United States’ war effort as proposed by 

President Wilson. In Wisconsin these men and women rallied a substantial portion of 

the state’s residents into a patriotic fervor, while managing to suppress and sometimes 

punish those who questioned their actions. They probably did this more to defeat their 

primary adversary, the powerful German-American political juggernaut, then to 

conquer the Kaiser and Germans abroad. Yet, as with superpatriots since, they used 

clumsy, violent, and frequently dishonest methods to reach their goals—ones that, once 

the sense of palatable fear passed, could be recognized as both undemocratic and 

unconstituitional.  

As early as September 1917, a worry arose among those who espoused a 

superpatriotic approach to the war that they may be considered no better than the 

“Prussians” (whose militaristic tendencies were supposed to have infected all of 

Germany) American soldiers were fighting on the battlefield. Wisconsin’s superpatriots, 

as well as those around the country, believed the crisis created by the war allowed them 

to ignore rights provided by the Constitution in order to make sure the war was won by 

                                                           
21 “Wisconsin’s Bolsheviki,” Los Angeles Times, March 29, 1918, section II, 4; “The Heroic Hour,” Washington Post, 

May 18, 1918, also Ira E. Bennett, Editorials from The Washington Post, 1917-1920 (Washington, DC: Washington 

Post Co., 1921), 235; “The Situation in Wisconsin,” Montgomery [Alabama] Advertiser, April 19, 1918, 4.  
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the Allies. In the months immediately after the war ended, the irony that in the midst of 

fighting a war against Prussianism, Wisconsin’s superpatriots practiced a domestic 

oppression that would equal any practiced by the Prussians was laid out by Charles D. 

Stewart in his Atlantic article “Prussianizing Wisconsin.”22 Stewart described several 

times the state’s superpatriots acted unconstitutionally and chastised them for their 

behavior. In a way, he captured the paradox of American superpatriotism from any era: 

in demanding that all Americans experience patriotism as they do, espousing the belief 

that the United States is superior to all other nations, while, at the same time, 

undermining the basic tenents of American democracy and thus the foundation of its 

greatness. 

This work looks at Wisconsin’s World War I-era superpatriots in depth and 

attempts to understand who they were, what created their mindset, how they reacted to 

current events, and how those reactions changed over time. While concepts of loyalty 

and patriotism in an American context have been researched and discussed by 

historians for almost one hundred years, this more extreme version of patriotism, along 

with its practitioners, has not been studied as thoroughly. I argue that to understand 

American history through most of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first an 

understanding of the superpatriotism that arose during World War I is imperative. 

Looking at Wisconsin’s World War I superpatriots, who could be argued saw themselves 

as most under threat by being labeled “traitors,” provides a microcosm of the 

superpatriotic mindset in one of its most intense forms. This monograph provides a 

detailed examination of this unique Wisconsin situation with the idea that it can be used 

                                                           
22 Charles D. Stewart, “Prussianizing Wisconsin,” Atlantic Monthly 123 (January 1919), 99-105. This article is 

discussed at length in the chapter 6.  



12 

 

to help explain the broader phenomenon of American superpatriotism during the World 

War I era.   

*** 

While there are no monographs that provide an overview of the hyperpatriotism 

that dominated the World War I American home front, the topic has appeared in other 

works related to the war experience with four major themes emerging over time. The 

first time historians challenged the positive narrative that all Americans embraced the 

war effort and worked together to win the war, as proposed in many state-sponsored 

narratives immediately after Armistice was declared, including ones written about 

Wisconsin’s war experience, occurred in the 1930s. These early works focused almost 

exclusively on the German-American experience and the destruction of their culture in 

America. By the 1930s, most Americans had come to realize that the war was not going 

to make the world safe for democracy or be the war to end all wars, as President 

Woodrow Wilson had claimed when America was on the precipice of entering the 

European conflagration. This change of heart made it an appropriate time to begin 

analyzing what really happened during World War I and how it changed America. In the 

post-World War II era, interest in the previous war emerged again, especially after 

Senator Joe McCarthy began his unsuccessful hunt for communists, creating a new era 

of superpatriotism. Political scientists and young historians began drawing parallels 

between discussions of loyalty and the suppression of free speech in both eras. A third 

wave of writing on the Great War’s American home front occurred in the late 1970s and 

1980s, as historians began to suggest links between the progressive movement and the 

war effort with an occasional discussion on how the former inadvertently encouraged a 
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rise of superpatriotism. Finally, today, we are in the midst of a fourth surge of interest in 

the World War I American home front, one that is partially interested in the propaganda 

and manipulation used to convince Americans to go to war, often making parallels to the 

Iraq Wars of the 1990s and 2000s, but also in tying the war to significant changes in the 

ways Americans viewed their national identity and citizenship. The current discussion of 

the World War I home front can be tied, in part, to acknowledging the war’s centennial, 

but also seems related to a parallel that both eras (World War I and today) experienced 

regarding the ascent of conservatives who promote an extreme form of patriotism that 

ignores the Bill of Rights, while at the same time espousing a love of country and 

democracy. This work will draw from all four theme eras, but fits solidly within the last 

as the author saw World War I-era history seemingly repeat itself in many current 

events as she wrote this work. 

*** 

Beginning in the 1930s, historians have shown that the vitriol thrown at 

America’s German Americans and their culture during the war led to the dismantling of 

their political power, along with their social organizations, and hastened their 

assimilation into the American mainstream.23 This phenomenon occurred in Wisconsin 

as well. The war gave the dominant political culture, Anglo-American Protestant 

migrants from New England, known colloquially as “Yankees,” and their descendants, 

an opportunity to remove their fiercest political rivals, the German Americans, who 

                                                           
23 The first books on this topic were Carl Wittke’s German-Americans and the World War (New York: J.S. Ozer, 

1936) and Clifton J. Child’s The German-Americans in Politics, 1914-1917 (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin 

Press, 1939). However, the seminal book on the topic is still considered to be Frederick C. Luebke’s Bonds of 

Loyalty: German Americans and World War I (Dekalb, IL: Northern Illinois Press, 1974). Wittke may have been the 

first historian to cover the hysteria targeted at German-Americans in his chapter “Furor Americanus.” 
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challenged and aggravated the nativists with their foreign language, education, religion, 

and drinking habits, along with their arrogant attitude about the superiority of 

Germany’s art, music, and literature. By the summer of 1918, the Yankees could argue 

that German Americans and their culture were the antithesis of everything patriotically 

American. To avoid being the target of vigilante behavior, German-Americans in 

Wisconsin changed their names and the names of their businesses and generally 

eliminated any German practices and identifiers from their life.  

Despite this, my research shows that the presence of a large number of those with 

German ancestry was not a factor in the rise of superpatriotism in World War I 

Wisconsin, at least not at first. Until the primary in a Senate special election held in 

March 1918, Wisconsin’s loyalists were clear in their statements that they did not see 

German Americans collectively as the enemy, although they did attack German culture 

and language and sometimes viewed individuals as suspicious, disloyal, or traitorous. 

This did not mean that Wisconsin’s German Americans had an easy time, since the 

federal government looked on them with suspicion from the beginning and even 

required all men of German descent to register as “enemy aliens” in January 1918 and 

women later in the year.24 However, once Wisconsin’s loyalist leaders analyzed the 

primary election results, they realized that areas of the state with significant 

concentrations of German Americans tended to vote for candidates who had been 

identified and labelled by the superpatriots as disloyal. Once this analysis became 

                                                           
24 See Lee Grady’s article on registering enemy aliens in Wisconsin for a discussion of this phenomenon. Lee Grady, 

“America’s “Alien Enemies’: Registering as German in Wisconsin during World War I,” Wisconsin Magazine of 

History 102, no. 2 (Winter 2018): 4-17.  
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public, hatred of and violence against German Americans and all things German 

escalated dramatically within the state.  

German Americans were not the only groups targeted by Wisconsin’s militant 

patriots, Socialists, frequently German, and Progressive Republicans, who generally did 

not support the United States entrance into the war, also experienced their ire. In each 

of these two groups, a single man became the main target. Among the Socialists, Victor 

Berger, editor of the Socialist newspaper the Milwaukee Leader, spent the war 

beleaguered not only by the state’s extreme patriots, but also by the federal government, 

which charged him with writing treasonous and seditious editorials and took him to 

court under the Espionage Act. Among Progressive Republicans, Senator Robert La 

Follette experienced the most vitriol, especially during 1917, when the nation’s 

newspaper and magazine editors railed against his alleged disloyalty for not supporting 

the war, and members of the U.S. Senate tried to expel him for his supposedly 

treasonous words and behavior. In fact, his out-spoken rejection of America’s entrance 

into the war (supported by nine of Wisconsin’s eleven U.S. Representatives), along with 

a strong anti-war Socialist party, seems to have led to Wisconsin’s identity as a traitor 

state, rather than its large German-American population.  

*** 

The history of Wisconsin’s bout with superpatriotism during World War I can be 

put into a broader discussion of how loyalty to the American nation has been defined 

over time and whether one can be still be considered loyal when speaking out against 

the country’s government, representatives, and/or its symbols. John H. Schaar, one of a 

number of political theorists who became interested in concepts of loyalty in the 1950s, 
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argues that for most of the nineteenth century, Americans were disinclined to pledge 

loyalty to abstract political concepts and distant governments, due in large part to a 

belief in individualist doctrines and a strong dislike for and wariness of politicians. The 

Civil War, he suggests, with calls for national union and unity led Americans to seriously 

consider embracing loyalty to country. In the post-Civil War period, Scharr describes 

the two forms of loyalty that emerged: an earlier, rational one dedicated to pluralistic 

and extranational principles that was challenged, primarily during World War I, by one 

he describes as “irrational, nationalistic, and conformist.”25 While this is evident in 

many cases of political extremism in Wisconsin during the war, later historians 

challenged the idea that it was “irrational” and examined the war in the context of the 

progressive movement with its emphasis on rationality and control.  

What this nationalistic and conformist form of loyalty promoted during the war 

was a suppression of anti-government rhetoric. Interest in this suppression, beyond just 

German Americans, first emerged in the 1950s, and Horace Peterson, along with Gilbert 

Fite who finished Peterson’s work after his death, wrote the seminal work on the topic. 

In Opponents of War, 1917-1918 (1957), they not only covered the different groups who 

came under attack, but were the first to identify and describe the characteristics of 

America’s superpatriots from the First World War.  

In the wake of this monograph, interest in Wisconsin’s superpatriots swelled with 

a slew of theses and dissertations written on the topic during this time. A few of them 

turned into articles, making them the first published works on the subject. John 

Finnegan’s article on the preparedness movement (1964), an antecedent of the 

                                                           
25 John H. Schaar, Loyalty in America (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1957), 88. 
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superpatriotism of World War I, is one of these. In it he describes this movement as a 

“somewhat exaggerated response to the pressure of the time” by the urban upper-

middle class, a theme that was repeated once America entered the war. In a similar vein, 

Lorin Cary wrote an article about the Wisconsin Loyalty Legion (1969), a superpatriotic 

group founded during the war, in which he argues the Legion “exaggerated the extent of 

superpatriotism” and mistook support of the war effort as support for its goals, leading 

to its quick demise after the war ended.26 For many years, Cary’s article existed as the 

main work on Wisconsin’s superpatriots. Much of this early writing on World War I 

Wisconsin, published and unpublished, appears to be in reaction to the suppression of 

speech by superpatriots during the McCarthy era, an idea the authors sometime 

mentioned in their introductions or conclusions.   

*** 

Wisconsin’s experience with superpatriotism during World War I makes more 

sense if put into the context of the Progressive Movement, which was at its peak 

throughout the war and very popular in Wisconsin. To be clear, this work defines 

Progressivism as a movement which prioritized reason, order, and efficiency, 

exemplified by new managerial and bureaucratic institutions led by experts, often 

academics. It can be contrasted with the anti-elitist populist approach to government 

                                                           
26 John P. Finnegan, “Preparedness in Wisconsin: The National Guard and the Mexican Border Incident,” Wisconsin 

Magazine of History 47, no. 3 (Spring 1964): 199; Lorin Lee Cary, “The Wisconsin Loyalty Legion, 1917-1918,” 

Wisconsin Magazine of History 53, no. 1 (Autumn 1969): 50. Both of these articles were based on the author’s 

master’s theses. Note that both authors use “exaggerated” to discuss the actions of Wisconsin’s superpatriots 

during the war. This is a common theme in writings on World War Wisconsin. For overviews of the political 

situation in Wisconsin during the war, two state histories, Robert C. Nesbit’s Wisconsin: A History (Madison, WI: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1973) and the Wisconsin Historical Society’s History of Wisconsin Series volume 5, 

War, A New Era, and Depression, 1914-1940 (Madison, WI: State Historical Society of Wisconsin Press, 1990), have 

been the best resources, but they do not go into depth into the superpatriotic movement, although they do 

discuss the actions of its participants and those they targeted.. 
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from the nineteenth century, which promoted individualism and often relied on 

emotion, charismatic leaders, and occasionally violence.  

Professor Herbert Margulies may have been the first historian to tie 

progressivism with World War I, and he did so in a Wisconsin context. His overall 

argument centers on his belief that the war caused the decline of the progressive 

movement, as led by Robert La Follette, but not progressivism in general. Margulies 

describes the war shattering factional alignments within the state’s progressive 

movement, arguing that La Follette’s organization “broke beyond repair” when 

Progressive Republicans originally joined with their old enemies (Stalwart 

[conservative] Republicans and Democrats) to embrace President Wilson’s patriotic 

propaganda and rally round the flag. He later notes that this “war-born loyalty group” 

did not last, but by the spring of 1918 had subdivided into three segments: Democrats, 

superpatriotic Republicans, and moderate Republicans; the latter two both being a form 

of Stalwart Republican. The progressives had been subsumed into one of those three 

segments.27 Besides these factional schisms, Margulies argues, the progressive 

movement’s demise in Wisconsin could also be tied to the newly increased strength of 

the Stalwart Republicans, especially the moderate faction (made up of those, such as 

Wisconsin Governor Emanuel Philipp, who had not embraced superpatriotism nor the 

Progressive Movement during the war), and voters’ interests turning toward liquor 

(prohibition) and anti-Catholicism issues and away from progressive concerns, along 

with La Follette’s polarizing techniques. Margulies does acknowledge, however, that 

                                                           
27 Herbert F. Margulies, Decline of the Progressive Movement in Wisconsin (Madison, WI: State Historical Society of 

Wisconsin, 1968), 242.  
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neither La Follette nor progressive-inspired reformism were destroyed by the war, but 

actually showed a revival in the post-war years.28 

About a decade after Margulies’s work, professors David M. Kennedy and Ellis 

Hawley tied progressivism to World War I on a national level.29 Kennedy in his seminal 

work on World War I and American society illustrates how President Wilson adroitly 

convinced progressives, who generally embraced non-violence and pacifism, to accept 

America’s entrance into the European War by couching it in terms that would 

particularly appeal to them, especially the idea that this would be a war for democracy, a 

war to end all wars, and a crusade to redeem barbarous Europe from militarism.30 This 

acceptance, along with their rationalization of wartime vigilantism, Kennedy argues, 

lays bare “the assumptions, ambitions, and limitations of the progressive mentality” 

better than a study of the movement in peacetime.31 Hawley, on the other hand, and 

later Michael McGerr, following in Margulies’s footsteps, have closely tied the 

progressive movement to World War I and concluded that the war marked the 

culmination of the movement’s objectives, but also its destruction.  

World War I provided progressives with an opportunity to show Americans how a 

war effort could be managed. Hawley argues that while war managers urged harmony 

                                                           
28 Margulies, 283-288.  
29 Professor Paul L. Murphy in his 1979 book on World War I and civil liberties briefly addressed the Progressive 

Movement and World War I around the same time as Kennedy and Hawley did, but to a much more limited extent. 

Murphy argues that during World War I, progressives, who advocated using a centralized and “paternalistic” 

federal government as an active instrument of social control, created federal policy that repressed “individualism 

and diversity of opinion” as a way to secure allegiance from all Americans, especially those whose loyalty was 

suspect. This approach, Murphy believes, fit in with their desire to curtail “evil” behavior by “evil” individuals, such 

as those selling impure food and drugs, exploiting women and children, or corrupting the political process. Paul L. 

Murphy, World War I and the Origin of Civil Liberties in the United States (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1979), 25. 
30 David M. Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War and American Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1980, 2004 edition), 51.  
31 Kennedy, 373. Kennedy discusses vigilantism and progressivism on pages 73-83.  
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and cooperation among ethnic groups, they also created a “repressive loyalty apparatus” 

that ended up being appropriated by superpatriots and used against “un-American” 

elements. The targets of the apparatus, he continues, saw the progressive bureaucracies 

“as instruments of monopoly, tyranny, terrorism, injustice, profiteering, or sectional 

advantage.” He adds that Midwesterners were particularly angry over loyalty measures, 

among other things, which produced among them a “marked revulsion” against 

President Wilson and his war managers.32  

Michael McGerr takes Hawley’s ideas and builds on them. He agrees that World 

War I was progressivism’s climax, but also “its death knell,” because contradictorily the 

progressive war managers “produced disorder instead of order” and “chaos instead of 

control.”33 He sees the managed portion of the loyalty campaign as a manipulative 

approach to remake Americans into a homogenous, loyal population made up of middle-

class people “who banished individualism, disciplined pleasure, eliminated class 

differences, and elevated women.” McGerr agrees with Hawley that these war managers 

lost control of their campaign to purge disloyalty by turning significant portions of it 

over to local officials and private citizens, often superpatriots, who used extreme 

measures to create a loyal populace.34 By failing to contain the loyalty campaign, along 

with other examples of increased federal authority, such as conscription and 

prohibition, Americans began to view the progressive government, as exemplified by 

Wilson, as “dictatorial and autocratic.” This push back on progressivism, especially by 

                                                           
32 Ellis W. Hawley, The Great War and the Search for Modern Order: A History of the American People and Their 

Institutions, 1917-1933 (New York: St. Martin’s, 1979), xv, 27, 37.  
33 McGerr, Michael E., A Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the Progressive Movement in America, 1870-1920 

(New York: Free Press, 2003), xvi. 
34 McGerr, 288-290. Civilian members of the American Protective League displayed some of the most egregious 

behavior. 
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conservatives, led not to a cohesive population, McGerr argues, but a return to 

America’s individualist and reactive past with people primed to attack those they 

identified as radicals and treasonous, such as the newly created Bolsheviks, leading to 

the postwar Red Scare.35  

In this work, I will primarily use Progressivism to discuss the paradox it created 

regarding vigilantism, especially the tension between the Progressive desire to be 

rational and in control versus the need to control the thoughts and behavior of others 

during wartime, most effectively, but not always, with violence. Professor Paul Murphy 

has argued that Wilsonian leaders, who usually identified with the progressive 

movement, had few qualms about extending Progressive forms of social control into 

restraints against wartime disloyalty and dissent. He notes that Wilson divided wartime 

repression into one with a positive spirit, a temporary form which included educating 

people to see the value of their sacrifice, and one with a “mean” spirit, marked by 

insensitive behavior by public officials and private citizens, including vigilantism. 

Wilson worried the latter form would impede his higher mission to make the world safe 

for democracy and preserve Western capitalism.36  

Wilson very clearly condemned mean-spirited repression and vigilantism, but 

seemed blind to the fact that Progressive beliefs, including the ideas that shared 

convictions made a society and that persuasion rather than law was the preferred way to 

govern, could perversely sanction noxious kinds of oppression and contribute to the 

                                                           
35 McGerr, 302, 305, 310.  
36 Murphy, 252.  
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hysteria that led to vigilante behavior.37 He, and other national progressive leaders, did 

not seem aware that the actions of federal agents, which at times could be intolerant, 

insensitive and destructive of individual rights, usually in the name of legitimate 

national policy, encouraged political hysteria and similar behavior among private 

citizens.38  

Vigilantism, at least as practiced in the United States during World War I, had an 

embedded paradox: those who identified themselves as dedicated to supporting a nation 

of laws, had to break the law to enforce it. Former Attorney General Charles Bonaparte 

(1906-1909), possibly in an attempt to address this paradox, stated in 1890, as a lawyer, 

that the purpose of vigilantism was not to violate the law, but to vindicate it.39 

Progressives, such as president Wilson, tended to conflate vigilantism with spontaneous 

mob violence perpetrated by lower class men, while separating it from vigilance, which 

Wilson tied to service, voluntarism, and its embodiment of American democracy. It is 

this latter form, perpetrated by elite leaders with a middle-class rank and file, that fits 

with in this paradox. Since, as historian Christopher Capozzola has pointed out, 

vigilantism is not about violence, but about law, and the vigilantes desire to establish 

order on its behalf, even as they operate outside of it.40 Within this context, federal and 

state leaders who supported the progressive movement could rationalize invasive 

activities during the war.  

                                                           
37 Kennedy, 74. See also William Thomas, Unsafe for Democracy: World War I and the U.S. Justice Department’s 

Covert Campaign to Suppress Dissent (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2008) for an overview of the 

actions taken by federal agents to suppress dissent during World War I with an emphasis on what took place in 

Wisconsin.  
38 Murphy, 253.  
39 Kennedy, 79.  
40 Christopher Capozzola, Uncle Sam Wants You: World War I and the Making of the Modern American Citizen, 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 118, 143.  
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This paradox over vigilantism played out in Wisconsin as its conservative elite 

struggled with the role that violence should play in controlling obvious displays of 

disloyalty. While not politically progressive, they did embrace ideas of rationality and 

control espoused by progressives. As a result, their “flying squadrons,” which swooped 

down on allegedly disloyal Wisconsinites, often included a stenographer, a 

photographer, and a color guard—creating a “civilized” form of intimidation. While 

these squadrons frequently included rough men to be their muscle, their overall goal 

was to avoid violence. This was in stark contrast to the mob violence perpetrated by 

groups such as the Knights of Loyalty in the Ashland area who used tarring and 

feathering as persuasive techniques—an approach to controlling the disloyal which 

conservative elites condemned publicly, but recognized as effective, in at least silencing 

the supposedly disloyal.  

At the same time, these conservatives, who were generally resistant to the 

progressive idea of bringing more government into their lives, embraced the ideas of 

World War I progressives to stand behind and support the federal government, along 

with its emblems and its approach to solving civil issues, including disloyalty and 

dissent. Yet while promoting the concepts of “law and order” within the context of a 

governmental bureaucracy, they ultimately put more emphasis on “order” than “law,” 

when they felt the latter was not producing the societal order they demanded and 

required. This anti-government/pro-government dichotomy and tension is a defining 

characteristic of superpatriots, who appear to promote American institutions and 

democracy, while at the same time ignoring or undermining them.  

*** 
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The extreme patriotism combined with vigilantism and progressive attitudes that 

were the hallmarks of the World War I experience seem to have wrenched Americans 

out of the 19th century and into the 20th century, where new ideas about citizenship and 

identity were created, others shed, and some reinforced. A handful of historians have 

discussed this phenomenon, each having a different take about what changed or was 

reinforced, although an underlying concept seems to be that America’s elites, usually 

identified as conservative white Anglo-Saxon Protestants in the professional and 

business classes, used the war to solidify their power by undermining those who did not 

fit into their definition of an American citizen and identifying these people as potentially 

subversive to the American way of life.  

 With the influx of immigrants in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, Anglo-Americans became concerned that the United States was being overrun 

by unassimilated foreigners, including Germans, who elites worried came with the 

purpose to destroy the country and the American way of life. Historian Zachary Smith 

has argued that this long-standing apprehension about threats to national and ethnic 

security and identity required Anglo Americans, especially elites, to reassert their power 

and identity during the war. He suggests they responded by identifying Germans, but 

especially German Americans, as the “enemy Other,” who they feared would 

subordinate their Anglo-Saxon identity and take control of the United States.41 To do 

this, they first had to separate white Germans from white Anglos. Smith believes they 

accomplished this goal by using Darwinian concepts of racial progress that posed the 

possibility of advanced white races devolving into a lesser or regressed state. He also 
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argues that Anglo Americans combined this belief with the idea that the war needed to 

be viewed in apocalyptic terms, where “the pagan or satanic German Other would 

ensure the annihilation of white Angl0-Saxon identity,” thereby preventing or at least 

slowing down the second coming of Christ and the resulting millennium.42 To prevent 

this loss of control, Anglo elites portrayed German Americans as a threat to Anglo-

American power and identity, an idea vigilantes used to justify their behavior against 

enemy alien Others.43 Although Smith does not state this explicitly, the Anglo elites’ 

emphasis on race and religious fundamentalism as a way to take control during the war 

could be seen as not only reinforcing these aspects of American identity, but playing an 

important role in justifying the rise in superpatriotism at the time.  

 American identity can also be closely tied to ideas of citizenship, specifically what 

a citizen owes to the state and what a citizen expects in return to maintain an alliance to 

the state. Christopher Capozolla, a historian of the American home front during World 

War I, posits that a citizenship of obligation dominated the American mindset up to and 

including the World War I era. This form of citizenship required loyalty to the nation, 

conforming to the norms of a community, and a desire to work. Within the American 

context, this form of citizenship, according to Capozolla, arose from a combination of 

beliefs, including republican traditions that privileged the common good over individual 

liberty, Christian beliefs that emphasized virtue, and an inherent paternalism that 

required obedience to social hierarchies. In the early twentieth century, this sense of 

obligation appealed to conservative elites who used it uphold the status quo, as well as 

to progressive elites who wanted to use it to create a nation based on shared sacrifice. A 
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citizenship of obligation in the United States, Capozolla contends, has always coexisted 

with a citizenship of rights. These rights, which the state provides, represent the terms 

with which American citizens will recognize the authority of the state, follow its laws, 

and support it in times of duress. However, during World War I, Americans focused 

more on obligations than rights.44  

 Supporting the war effort became one of those obligations and those who chose 

not to fulfill their duty—avoiding the draft or refusing to buy Liberty Bonds, for 

example—experienced consequences that infringed on their rights. Most of these people 

eventually found themselves coerced into volunteering their support for the 

government’s war effort, creating a paradoxical “culture of coercive voluntarism,” which 

seemed antithetical to a citizenship of obligation. Otherwise they took silence as their 

obligation or duty, often a coerced behavior that required them—usually German 

Americans—not to speak against the war effort.45 Capozolla argues that this forced 

citizenship of obligation, which became rife during the war, marked its downfall. As 

people’s rights came under attack, a backlash against obligation and volunteering 

occurred. As McGerr also noted, this created a return to a nineteenth century form of 

citizenship that emphasized individual rights and put individualism at the center of 

political life in America. Capozolla believes that this emphasis on individualism has 

corroded America’s common culture and civic associations, leading to a less cohesive 

national identity.46   
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 Wisconsin’s World War I-era superpatriots can be put into the context of Smith’s 

idea that Anglo Americans saw their way of life under threat and Capozolla’s concept of 

citizenship through obligation and voluntarism. The Yankee faction in Wisconsin saw 

their power endangered by an out-spoken, articulate, and often persuasive German-

American political contingent which challenged their values and beliefs regarding 

religion, education, and temperance among other issues. They used the war, especially 

after the senatorial election, to paint their opponents as dangerous “enemy Others” who 

threatened an established American identity and needed to be made, at least, impotent 

politically, if not completely destroyed. Within Wisconsin with its unusually large and 

politically active German-American bloc of citizens this became an extremely important, 

if not always explicitly stated, goal of the superpatriots—one that was completely and 

successfully achieved. They achieved this objective, in part, by emphasizing the idea of 

obligation as the primary form of citizenship, but, as Capozolla points out, often 

resorted to intimidation and violence to accomplish it.  

*** 

With the hundredth anniversary of the war on the horizon, a handful of 

Wisconsin history scholars turned their attention to the events of World War I and 

produced three books, all of which reinforce the story told previously by graduate 

students and academics, but which are more available to the general public. As with 

other monographs on the topic, the authors of these books present the superpatriots, 

both official and voluntary ones, as attackers of constitutional rights, while holding up 

La Follette and Berger, and a few others, as courageous for standing up to them. Richard 

L. Pifer, in his publication The Great War Comes to Wisconsin: Sacrifice, Patriotism, 
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and Free Speech in a Time of Crisis, even describes the two men, along with Governor 

Philipp and Milwaukee Mayor Daniel Hoan, as those who gave “voice to reason” within 

a “security-conscious, super-patriotic climate,” and, while flawed, each “tried to lead 

with humanity and respect for people and the law.”47 He compares these leaders to their 

superpatriot antitheses, specifically Wheeler Bloodgood, a founder of the Wisconsin 

Loyalty Legion, and Roy Wilcox, a state senator during the war, who do not fare well in 

Pifer’s telling of Wisconsin and the Great War. 

Two other authors have also commented on Wisconsin, World War I, and the 

advent of a heightened superpatriotism with the hope of opening the public’s eyes to the 

consequences of embracing the latter. In A Crowded Hour: Milwaukee during the 

Great War, 1917-1918, author Kevin J. Abing writes that this era, believed by many 

contemporary Americans as a time when America would save the world for democracy, 

“was hardly one of the country’s or city’s [or Wisconsin’s] shining moments.”48 He 

concludes by quoting from a 1919 speech by Berger, “I’ll tell you what you got out of this 

war. You lost your liberties,” and adding that the results of the war, at least in 

Milwaukee, were “anxiety, acrimony, patriotism, and hysteria, [and] the supreme 

disillusionment with American democracy.”49 Throughout his book, he lays these 

consequences at the feet of men such as Wheeler Bloodgood, John Stover, the head of 
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Milwaukee’s American Protective League, a volunteer spy organization, along with the 

other leaders of the Loyalty Legion, among others. In Unsafe for Democracy: World 

War I and the U.S. Justice Department’s Covert Campaign to Suppress Dissent, 

William H. Thomas focuses on the destructive effects the Department had on American 

constitutional rights, especially in Wisconsin, and illustrates its leaders’ willingness to 

combine their repressive efforts with “locals who claimed to have special insight into the 

sources of disloyalty.”50 In all three cases, the nation’s, state’s, and city’s superpatriots 

are presented as destructive to Americans’ civil liberties.  

All three authors, who were writing after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 

2001 and the resulting Patriot Act, also warn that superpatriotism and its damaging 

tendencies have not disappeared. Thomas worries that the “expanded authority [created 

by the Patriot Act] will be used to monitor and intimidate dissenters.”51 While Pifer, 

after acknowledging Americans’ capacity for “prejudice, intolerance, and injustice,” 

reminds his readers, perhaps with the various Gulf Wars in mind, that engaging in war 

can lead to “potentially disastrous outcomes we cannot predict.”52 Finally, Abing hopes 

that shining a light on Milwaukee’s World War I experiences will show “the folly behind 

targeting a specific ethnic group during a time of crisis, not unlike current suspicions in 

today’s world of international terrorism.”53 Thomas, Pifer, and Abing, in each of their 

writings, acknowledge the power superpatriotism had over Wisconsin’s leaders during 

World War I and seem to hope by exposing it to an audience who may be unaware of its 
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consequences in that place and time, prevent its reoccurrence and destructive 

tendencies in the volatile present. 

*** 

My work goes beyond what has been done before by focusing exclusively on 

Wisconsin’s World War I superpatriots and by putting them into a broader context. It 

also attempts to make the narrative more cohesive by looking at their behavior 

chronologically and mapping out how it changed over time, especially as their 

frustration mounted with their inability to convince every Wisconsinite, at least those 

who could vote, to support their cause. It centers this increasing frustration around the 

special election for U.S. Senator in April 1918 following the untimely death in October 

1917 of Wisconsin’s junior U.S. senator, Paul O. Husting, who can arguably be 

considered the leader of the state’s loyalist movement and who most superpatriots held 

up as the ideal of a Wisconsin national representative. With his death, the nation (or at 

least the nation’s newspaper editors) created a crisis for Wisconsin: would Husting’s 

replacement be a loyalist as he had been or more in the mold of La Follette, by this time 

described as the “Kaiser’s Senator”? The state’s reputation appeared to hang in the 

balance, or at least Wisconsin’s superpatriots believed it to be. By the time of the 

election, they had spent money and effort using propaganda, education, and some 

humiliation and intimidation tactics to convince other Wisconsinites of the correctness 

of their cause. 

 To track this history, I have not only used the records left by many of the actors 

and their organizations of this story, but have relied heavily on the nation’s and state’s 

newspapers, the most significant social media of the time, and especially on the opinion 
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pieces of their editors. Most, but not all, newspapers in Wisconsin, as with most of the 

country, became rousing supporters of the war effort and often the mouthpieces for the 

superpatriots. Within the state, the Loyalty Legion, the leading volunteer organization 

for Wisconsin’s superpatriots, knowing the importance of the newspapers role in 

forming opinions, created the Wisconsin Patriotic Press Association. Newspaper editors 

who joined the group pledged to back loyalist candidates, while also exposing members 

of their communities who they identified as traitors and disloyalists. Only a few editors 

were able to withstand the appeal and those who did, such as Victor Berger and his 

Milwaukee Leader, suffered terrible consequences. Of all the state’s newspapers, the 

one with the largest circulation was the Milwaukee Journal.54 Although it was a 

Democratic newspaper in a predominately Republican state, it bought into the 

superpatriotic message as early as February 1916 when it began its “Campaign for 

Americanism,” and continued to be a voice for the Loyalty Legion and other 

superpatriots throughout the war. Because of this, along with being the most significant 

newspaper in the state, located in its largest city, I have relied on it to bring a consistent 

message throughout this work.     

*** 

  History has not treated kindly the superpatriots of World War I, including those 

from Wisconsin.55 Historians who have studied them recognize the irony of their 

position—angrily demanding overt professions of patriotism to a democratic nation, 

while undermining the basic tenets of that democracy. Yet superpatriotism in the United 

                                                           
54 Finnegan, 10. 
55 See the conclusion for a discussion of post-war attitudes by contemporaries and historians toward the 

superpatriots.  
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States has not disappeared. It continued after the war into the Red Scare and had 

another significant flare up during communist scare of the McCarthy era. In the late 

2010s and early 2020s, superpatriotism re-emerged as a dominant force in American 

politics in a form that has some similarities, but also differences with its World War I 

precedent. In line with Zachary Smith’s discussion, today’s superpatriots feel their view 

of the American way of life is being threatened by an “enemy Other,” in this case 

primarily Latin Americans and Muslim Americans. They have lashed out at these 

alleged enemies in the context of white supremacy (although the idea of “white” has 

grown to include more than just Anglo Americans) and often within a framework of 

Christian fundamentalism, which they view as an essential element of American 

identity. Like their predecessors, they have sometimes turned to violence, often in 

frustration that other Americans, frequently “liberals,” are not embracing their ideas. 

However, unlike the World War I superpatriots, this violence is not being done to force 

the enemy Other, by whatever definition they use, to meet the obligations of the state 

and to do their duties as citizens, but instead as a way to demand their individual rights, 

even if these rights are opposed to the nation’s common good.  

Superpatriots have been around since at least World War I, and probably earlier, 

but only infrequently take control of the national narrative. When they have, their 

extremism has appealed to a sizable portion of the general American public. Yet they 

have tended to take their cause to extremes, inviting an eventual (if temporary) 

backlash. Whether this will happen after the current outburst is still to be seen. 

However, understanding the history of superpatriotism in this country and its origins in 

World War I, through the specific example of Wisconsin’s experience with the 
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phenomenon, can help historians understand, at least in part, the reasons 

superpatriotism occasionally flourishes in a constitutional democracy like the United 

States of America.  
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Chapter 1: Championing the Cause of Peace, Neutrality, & Preparedness, 

1914-1916 

 

“Milwaukee People:  Will you walk to show your faith?  Do you love this nation first 
last through thick and thin? There are those who doubt it.... Let the whole American 

people know us as we are.”56  

Milwaukee Journal announcing a Preparedness Parade, June 20, 1916 

 

 
 
 Even with storm clouds overhead and periods of drizzling rain, over 30,000 

participants marched in Milwaukee’s Preparedness Parade on July 15, 1916, while 

another 150,000 people lined Grand Avenue and Wisconsin Street. Some of the 

audience hung out of windows to catch a glimpse of the three-and-half mile procession; 

others took in the spectacle from balconies and bleachers. Together they watched soggy 

musicians from fifty bands and damp veterans, especially grizzled, feeble ones from the 

Civil War tramp down the street. Drenched representatives from 300 organizations, 

including thousands of employees from local factory and department stores, also 

marched while carrying American flags and displaying other national emblems in great 

profusion. Wisconsin Governor Emanuel L. Philipp stood at the corner of Tenth Street 

and Grand Avenue, where, bareheaded and wet, he saluted every flag that passed for 

three and a half hours. Despite the rain, many of the participants and attendees 

considered the day a success. The Waukesha Freeman, for example, called the parade 

“the greatest in the history of the city.”57  

 After a year of struggling to be recognized by Wisconsin citizens, the organizers of 

the parade, who were members of the Milwaukee chapter of the National Security 

                                                           
56 Milwaukee Journal, June 20, 1916 as quoted in John P. Finnegan, “The Preparedness Movement in Wisconsin, 

1914-1917” (master’s thesis, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1961), 62. 
57 Waukesha Freeman, July 20, 1916, 6. 
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League (NSL), finally felt they had had a successful event. Following examples set by 

other Midwest cities, including St. Louis, Des Moines, and Chicago, league members 

organized this Preparedness Parade not only to illustrate Milwaukee’s patriotic fervor, 

but more importantly to bring the message to the city’s residents of America’s urgent 

need to be prepared for war, especially in the face of the European War raging across the 

Atlantic.  

The League, founded in December 1914 by a New York City lawyer, had been 

urging military preparedness for about a year by the time of the Milwaukee parade. 

Originally, the organization had just focused on keeping abreast of the United States’ 

military readiness. However, by the summer of 1915, when the organization sent a 

representative to Milwaukee, the NSL had become more obviously pro-interventionist 

and conspicuously anti-pacifist, possibly because of newly acquired support from arms 

manufacturers coupled with the horrific sinking of the Lusitania by German war ships 

that killed dozens of Americans.58 

The NSL representative who came to Milwaukee found an eager ear in Augustus 

Vogel, owner of one of the largest industries in the city, the Vogel and Pfister Leather 

Company, who soon assumed the role of local League president. Vogel, like many other 

Milwaukee business and professional men, had concerns about the defense of the 

United States should it be attacked by one of the hostile nations in the European War, 

Britain, France, Germany, or even Japan. This educated and influential constituency 

had read about the disturbing discrepancies between the United States’ army and naval 

forces and those of European nations. They noted, for instance, that Switzerland had a 
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larger standing army than America, ignoring for the moment that belligerent nations 

surrounded the small, land-locked country, a situation much different from 

geographically-isolated United States.59 On December 10, 1915 the Milwaukee Journal 

increased the concern of League members by printing frightening statistics from the 

War College in Washington, DC. Germany, the College’s experts estimated, would be 

able to land 827,000 troops on America’s shores in thirty days; France, 404,226; and 

Japan 238,367, although they would need forty-one days to do so.60  

NSL members around the country, 

including those in Milwaukee, alarmed by these 

numbers specifically and America’s military 

situation in general, began urging an increase in 

the nation’s military budget. Milwaukee members 

sought out new adherents throughout Wisconsin to 

help promote this message. However, in a state 

where one-third of the population was made up of 

German immigrants or their descendants, a 

proposal that could possibly lead America into war 

with Germany would not be widely accepted. In 

fact, the NSL probably never had more than 2,600 

state citizens join its ranks.61 The League’s message 

                                                           
59 Preparedness advocates frequently compared Switzerland’s military readiness to America’s and noted that the 

European country had universal military training, which they frequently supported. See Finnegan, 23, 36; also 

Racine Trades and Labor Council letter to the editor that stated, “We are in favor of the Swiss system of military 

preparedness. A rifle and ammunition in every man’s home is an armed nation.” “Voice of the People,” Racine 

Journal News, October 21, 1915, 12.  
60 Finnegan, 31. Finnegan suggests in his thesis that these numbers were probably not realistic. 
61 Finnegan, 142. 

National Security League Poster 

comparing U.S. military readiness 

to other countries, c. 1915 

WHi 132825 



37 

 

became even less compelling when some of the marchers revealed that their employers 

had coerced them to participate and that they had only appeared in the parade to save 

their jobs. The day after the event, the German-language paper Milwaukee Vorwaerts 

accusingly editorialized that the League had used “thoroughly un-American” methods to 

engineer their event. “It was,” the editors concluded, “a forced parade, to which 

employees were sent like dummies, whether they liked it or not.”62  

With this incident, the League ominously foreshadowed the approach that its 

members, under a different rubric, would take once America entered the war. Historian 

John P. Finnegan has written, “The activities of the preparedness advocates…served 

gradually to condition the people of Wisconsin to increased and unprecedented defense 

measures…and tended to remove the [preparedness] issue from the sphere of rational 

discussion and turn it into the touchstone of Americanism.” Members of Milwaukee’s 

National Security League, Finnegan noted, became the leaders of the Wisconsin’s 

hyperpatriotic organizations once America entered the war.63 Before that happened, 

however, other Wisconsinites would come forward to urge a rational discussion of 

America’s role in the European War. 

*** 

Beginning on August 1, 1914, the day World War I began in Europe, Americans 

examined and debated the role the United States should play in the European War. 

Opinions ranged from a pacifism that abhorred all war through to a belief in 

maintaining a neutral stance where all warring parties would be treated equally, to 

preparedness, mentioned above, that did not flinch at the thought of war and urged 
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63 Finnegan, 72, 148. 
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Americans to be ready for the worst. Individuals, however, could also be found in the 

interstices of these opinions. A pacifist might be willing to go to war if America was 

attacked, for example. An advocate of neutrality could have come to this position after 

deciding that the United States should not be involved with Europe’s corrupt 

monarchies as they tried to destroy each other or, like a significant minority in 

Wisconsin, by seeing it as a capitalist war existing essentially to make money for 

financiers and capitalists. German-Americans, who generally favored neutrality, worried 

that British propaganda presented Germans as sub-human, non-English speaking 

aggressors who needed to be put down, while they saw their friends and family back 

home as educated, cultured, and beloved human beings. They hoped neutrality would 

force the United States to treat the Central Powers in the same manner as the Allies. 

Those supporting preparedness could simply want their country ready for attack, while 

others, such as former President Theodore Roosevelt, were eager to get into the midst of 

the conflict. Until a month before America entered the war, no opinion or position held 

a dominant sway over Wisconsin’s collective consciousness. 

The overarching question discussed and debated during the two and half years 

Americans watched the war from afar was which of these positions could be considered 

the most American, the most loyal, the most patriotic. In March 1917, the month before 

the United States joined the war on the side of the Allies, hyperpatriots in Wisconsin 

and throughout the country answered this complicated national question on their terms, 

and, for the next eighteen or so months, urged, beguiled, and forced anyone who could 

not see the wisdom of their position to at least outwardly accept their view that the 

Allies fought for American democratic ideals. They even took this position a step farther, 

by declaring that to say or think otherwise was treasonous or seditious behavior. Before 
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the hyperpatriots had the upper hand, however, Wisconsinites struggled for ways to 

react appropriately to the outbreak of war in Europe. 

*** 

As war raged in Europe in early August 1914, Wisconsin’s gubernatorial election 

dominated the political agenda of the state. The same week Germany, France, England, 

Russia, Austria, Hungary, and Serbia declared war on each other, Robert La Follette Sr., 

Wisconsin’s senior senator in Washington and the state’s 

former governor, chose “to declare war on the candidacy 

of Emanuel L. Philipp for the Republican nomination for 

governor,” in his journal, La Follette Weekly.64 La 

Follette had made his name in early-twentieth-century 

Wisconsin by championing a progressive agenda that 

encouraged government to improve the social and 

economic welfare of Wisconsin’s middle-class and 

working-class citizens. The progressive movement hoped 

to break down the power that business and industrial leaders had wielded in state 

decision making by replacing political cronyism and nepotism with a dependence on 

academic experts. In the end, La Follette’s progressivism split the state’s Republican 

Party into La Follette supporters or Progressives and a more conservative faction, who 

called themselves Stalwart Republicans.65 

                                                           
64 “La Follette Attacks E.L. Philipps Next,” Sheboygan Press, August 3, 1914, 2. 
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Philipp, a self-made millionaire who had never held office before, considered 

himself a member of the latter group. He had made his money owning refrigerated train 

cars and renting them, primarily to Milwaukee breweries, 

and had been active in supporting the railroads’ interests. 

As a candidate, Philipp criticized the high cost of 

supporting the progressive agenda and feared that reliance 

on academic expertise would lead universities to encroach 

into the affairs of state instead of allowing duly-elected 

politicians to do their duty. During the course of his 

campaign, he summed up his position, “I am in favor of 

strict economy of state affairs, substantial reduction in 

taxation and a curtailment of all useless state activities.”66 He planned to achieve his 

goals, he frequently stated, by running the state like he had run his business. At a 

campaign stop in Oconto, for example, he noted,  

From a financial standpoint it will be a loss for me to spend two years 
away from my business in case I am elected [but] if the voters think I 
can do them a service heading the government and in conducting it in 
the same way in which I have conducted my own business, I am willing  
to do so.67 

 
At first, neither La Follette nor Philipp made any public statement about the fighting 

overseas. La Follette may have been hampered by eating a tainted sardine sandwich 

during the first days of the war, which confined him to home for several weeks, under 
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orders to follow a diet of buttermilk and oranges, although he did make statements 

about votes in the U.S. Senate.68 

 One month to the day after the war began, Wisconsin held primary elections and, 

to La Follette’s dismay, Republicans chose Philipp over his preferred candidate, Andrew 

H. Dahl, a loyal La Follette lieutenant. The Democrats elected John C. Karel, a 

conservative, and the Socialists (also known as Social Democrats) picked Oscar 

Ameringer, a trade unionist, to represent their party. Progressive Republicans decided 

to field their own candidate, state senator John J. Blaine, in response to Philipp’s 

election. On November 3, Wisconsin turned out to vote and gave Philipp the 

governorship, but chose Democrats and Progressives for all other national and state 

positions. 

In any case, both La Follette and Philipp agreed with President Wilson when he 

declared neutrality the official policy of the United States on August 19, 1914, a position 

consistent with the country’s historic aversion to entangling itself in European wars. 

Wilson urged Americans to “act and speak in the true spirit of neutrality, which is the 

spirit of impartiality and fairness and friendliness to all concerned.” Wilson went on to 

ask Americans to be  

neutral in fact as well as in name during these days that are to try men’s souls. 
We must be impartial in thought as well as in action, must put a curb upon our 
sentiments as well as upon every transaction that might be construed as a 
preference of one party to the struggle before another.69  
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Wisconsin historian Paul W. Glad has suggested that a neutral stance by Americans 

provided “a model of international behavior for peoples of the world and [preserved] the 

benefits of peace for American citizens.”70 A strong, honest neutrality appealed to both 

La Follette and Philipp, a stance they maintained for the next two years, even though 

Wilson gradually moved away from it to side with the Allies. 

German-Americans, especially in Milwaukee, would also take on the banner of 

neutrality, but in late July and early August 1914, many of them struggled over how to 

respond to the declarations of war spreading across Europe. At first, their support 

leaned toward Germany and the Kaiser. In fact, on August 7 the Milwaukee Free Press, a 

German language paper, accused Jewish Austria-Hungarian immigrant Victor Berger of 

criticizing the German war effort and having the 

“palpable purpose to arouse prejudice against the 

German emperor, the defender of western 

civilization.”71 By the time the European War began, 

Berger had served one term in the U.S. House of 

Representatives (1910-1912) and had been the editor of 

the Milwaukee Leader, a Socialist newspaper, for a 

number of years, making him a well-known presence in 

the city. Berger wrote to his wife Meta the same day, 

“The Free Press attacked me bitterly this morning 

(Friday) as a sort of a traitor to the German race because I do not sufficiently adore the 
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German Kaiser.”72 He responded publicly in the Milwaukee Leader by noting that 

Socialists or “Social Democrats of all countries bitterly opposed this war—and especially 

did the Social Democrats of Germany, Austria and Hungary oppose it.”73 The day before, 

however, he had complained to Meta that the staff at the Leader were “thoroughly pro-

English” and anti-German, adding,  

The news all comes by the way of London and is colored that way anyhow. Now, 
the majority of our readers are of German descent and are protesting. Moreover, 
it seems that the insane Kaiser has made a bad mess of it. In short, I wish, the 
cruel war was over.74 
 

He, like most German-Americans, had trouble defending the actions of the German 

military and government, and soon came ‘round to supporting a strong American 

neutrality that did not give preference to either side. 

Not every Wisconsin resident agreed with Wilson’s neutral approach to the 

belligerents. Some, such as University of Wisconsin English instructor and Shakespeare 

scholar, Julia Grace Wales, wanted the president to pro-actively seek peace. Wales, a 

Canadian in her mid-30s, had returned to the University’s campus in the fall of 1914 

horrified with the events and carnage unfolding in Europe. She found herself more 

interested in brainstorming ideas to end the war peacefully than in her university-

related tasks. The Wisconsin State Journal later chronicled her experience and noted 

that “the horrors of the war had sickened her physically…. She dreamed of them.” She 

pondered over the crisis until finally she evolved a plan.75 She wrote out her plan long-

hand over the winter break. 
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Wales’s proposal combined, in her mind, rational and scientific thought with 

Christian principles. She believed there were those trying “to take the Christian 

attitude,” in the midst of all the suffering caused by the war. She aimed to bring that 

outlook to a peace effort. At the same time, she argued, “Today if our scientific spirit and 

intellectual development are worth anything, we should be able, under the stress of 

emergency, to break through the paralysis of tradition and seek a rational way out, 

before the inexorable forces of nature shall have wrung from us the uttermost 

farthing.”76  

Her published plan suggested forming an International Commission of experts 

(scientists not diplomats) from the thirty-six 

neutral nations, who were to act as a court of 

continuous mediation. Belligerent nations would 

submit proposals or suggestions to end the war 

that met two basic tenets: the suggested peace 

could not lead to the humiliation of any nation; nor 

could it be a compromise “which might later result 

in a renewal of the war.”77 Wales’s plan, as 

historian Walter Trattner described it, was not an 

actual plan for peace, but one that set up the creation of machinery that could produce a 

peaceful outcome.78 
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By the end of 1914, trench warfare had taken hold of European battlefields 

causing the war to stagnate, while at the same time creating unimaginable body counts. 

The war was obviously not going to end soon. Wisconsinites, like Americans generally, 

had to settle in for the long haul. Those mentioned above, Governor Philipp, Senator La 

Follette, former U.S. Congressman and Socialist newspaper editor Berger, and English 

instructor Julia Grace Wales, all who had chosen stances outside the preparedness 

movement, would become Wisconsin’s most prominent voices of their respective 

positions for the next two years. Once America entered the war in April 1917, their views 

would be described as un-patriotic and un-American. In the meantime, however, they 

championed their causes and strove to get their positions heard and supported. 

*** 

Julia Grace Wales was eager to find a peaceful solution to the war and moved 

first. In January 1915, she showed her ideas to Louise Phelps Kellogg, an historian and 

librarian at the Wisconsin Historical Society, who urged the English instructor to share 

them with the Wisconsin Peace Society, founded three years earlier in Madison. Peace 

Society members, seeing the wisdom of the plan, printed it and sent the proposal to 

peace activists around the country, who quickly became enthusiastic for the newly 

named “Wisconsin Plan.” In a National Peace Conference held on February 27 and 28, 

1915, attendees adopted the plan and appointed a delegation to take it to President 

Woodrow Wilson and to Congress.  

 In Wisconsin, state senator George B. Skogmo also advocated for Julia Grace 

Wales’s continuous mediation plan. On March 16, he introduced resolutions 

encouraging President Wilson to take action on the Wisconsin Plan. In them, Skogmo 

and his supporters favored efforts that allowed the belligerent nations “without fear or 
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compromise or loss of dignity to consider the possibilities of bringing the war to a close 

on an honorable basis.”79 The Senate passed the resolutions the next day, and the state 

assembly, after prompting by Governor Philipp, did so on April 1.  

In late March, social activist Jane Addams of Hull House, Chicago-fame invited 

Wales to join her at the Women’s International Peace Congress in The Hague. They set 

sail for the Netherlands on April 13, 1915, along with forty other delegates. To their 

pleasant surprise, the Peace Congress unanimously accepted the Wisconsin Plan, had it 

printed in three foreign languages, and disseminated the pamphlet throughout 

Europe.80 

Days before the American delegates left for The Hague, however, criticism came 

from the larger-than-life former president and preparedness advocate Theodore 

Roosevelt, who denounced the pacifists traveling to the Netherlands in a letter to the 

national headquarters of the Women’s Peace Party in Washington, DC. He characterized 

them as “a menace to the future welfare of the United States,” “silly and base,” and 

“influenced by physical cowardice.” Roosevelt continued his invective by describing 

pacifism as an “ignoble abandonment of national duty.”81 Belle La Follette, wife of 

Senator Robert La Follette and an ardent pacifist herself, lashed back in a public reply. 

“The trouble with Mr. Roosevelt,” she declared, “is that he is intoxicated with a false idea 

of war,” adding, he believes “that war is the only means of settling international 

differences.” On the other hand, the Women’s Peace Party, an organization which she 
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helped create in January 1915, found war to be “the negation of progress and 

civilization” and a force that tramples “liberty and humanity underfoot.” Peace 

advocates, she continued, have studied history and believe it demonstrated that even 

“imperfect and temporary plans of mediation, conciliation and arbitration have been 

more effective than war in securing justice.”82  

Although there were other critics in Europe and the United States beside 

Roosevelt, American peace advocates believed strongly in the Wisconsin Plan and, like 

the Wisconsin legislature, wanted Wilson and Congress to acknowledge it and begin 

implementation. In October, the San Francisco International Peace Conference sent 

David Starr Jordan, founding president of Stanford University in California, along with 

the executive director of the Emergency Peace Federation, Louis P. Lochner, a 1909 

University of Wisconsin graduate, to meet with President Wilson and Secretary of State 

Robert Lansing in Washington. Neither man showed much interest in the plan, both 

worrying that it would be unacceptable to the Allies. 

As Julia Grace Wales’s peace plan gained momentum, Senator La Follette 

proposed his own peace plan. Unlike Wales, who saw the European War as a breakdown 

of Christian values and rational thought, La Follette argued that capitalism, especially as 

related to arms and ammunition, had made the war possible, as well as desirable to 

American financiers. To negate their power, he supported a permanent peace proposal, 

which prevented private companies from manufacturing equipment and supplies used 

exclusively for military or naval purposes, as well as prohibiting their exportation. By 

this time in his career, La Follette had gained a national reputation for an aggressive 

                                                           
82 “Mrs. La Follette Tells Quizzer,” 2; According to the La Crosse Tribune, her original comments appeared in La 

Follette’s Magazine, May 19, 1915. 



48 

 

speaking style and a tendency to steamroll those who disagreed with him. With his 

powerful oratory, combined with natural charisma, energy, and an intelligent, well-

educated wife behind him, he had managed to change the nature of government in 

Wisconsin by supporting the general public against the greed of corporations, to found a 

new party, and to create a following. Despite the prestige he acquired, not everyone took 

seriously his suggestion that peace could be attained by prohibiting capitalists from 

manufacturing munitions. The Chicago News, for example, responded, “The cause of 

peace is not promoted by such superficial gallery plays as the senator from Wisconsin is 

staging at Washington.”83    

American Socialists, who in Wisconsin were primarily German-American, tended 

to agree with La Follette that war usually resulted from the rivalry of capitalistic-

imperialistic powers seeking ways to expand their influence, and few, if any, supported 

what was going on in Europe. This did not mean Socialists were against all wars. 

Milwaukee Socialist Victor Berger, while he did not support offensive wars—especially 

those with capitalist overtones—did believe a populace should be prepared to defend 

itself against invaders. Berger, like other American Socialists, assumed that their 

European compatriots would challenge the monarchically-driven martial surge that 

spread across the continent in the summer of 1914 and instead join working class 

peoples across national borders and together rebel against the war. He had his hopes 

dashed, along with many other American Socialists, when they did not. 84  By late 

September 1914, Berger explained this break with socialist principles by concluding the 
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Germans were defending their homes and families from Russian “Cossack outrages” 

and, by this logic, not participating in Kaiser-driven hostilities.85 

Victor Berger, among others, led Wisconsin’s Socialist Party (centered in 

Milwaukee), in the years before World War I. He had been born in Austria-Hungary and 

immigrated with his parents as a young teenager to Bridgeport, Connecticut. At the age 

of twenty-one, he decided to call Milwaukee his home and found work there as an editor 

for a number of German-language newspapers. He established the Milwaukee Leader, a 

daily Socialist newspaper, in 1911. As a rising Socialist leader, Berger split with the 

European, Marxist approach to socialism and pursued causes more closely aligned to La 

Follette’s progressive movement. Both La Follette and Berger worked toward making 

government more efficient, honest, and responsive to all of their constituents, not just 

powerful businesses and the wealthy. Berger’s party also supported the municipal 

ownership of utilities, which led to his brand of socialism being called “sewer 

socialism.”86 Berger had mixed feelings about which side was more culpable in the 

European War.  This internal conundrum could be seen in a May 15, 1915 editorial he 

wrote after the sinking of the Lusitania that denounced Germany’s decision to attack the 

ship, while at the same time protesting American passengers’ presence on board a vessel 

carrying war ammunition. He concluded, “The Lusitania incident was a hellish incident. 

But war is hell and we want no war with Germany.” 87 

 Berger was just one of the leading members of Wisconsin’s Socialist party who 

searched for appropriate but principled ways to respond to the war. At one extreme, 
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Berger continued to insist on American neutrality for the war’s duration and suffered 

threats to his occupation and liberty for doing so. At the other end, Algie M. Simons, an 

Anglo-American Socialist who worked at the Milwaukee Leader, left the party to 

become one of the directors of the Wisconsin Loyalty Legion, Wisconsin’s largest 

volunteer hyperpatriot organization.88 Most, however, sought a way to oppose the war 

on Socialist terms, while still appearing patriotic and loyal. Daniel Hoan, the Socialist 

mayor of Milwaukee beginning in 1916, clearly supported neutrality and best 

represented this moderate view.  

Almost immediately after his election, Hoan was put to the test, when Milwaukee 

business leaders proposed the Preparedness Parade mentioned at the beginning of this 

chapter. Socialists did not support the build-up of a national military or “military 

preparedness” but could be attacked as un-American if they 

did not. Hoan also had to acknowledge that Milwaukee’s 

trade unions, which provided much of the party’s financial 

resources and saw the parade as the work of Milwaukee’s 

manufacturers and capitalists, could pull their support if 

Hoan backed the parade. The parade’s chairman, M.C. 

Potter, offered the mayor a compromise by suggesting the 

title of the parade be changed to “A National Civic 

Demonstration.” Milwaukee Socialists and trade unions 

agreed to support the parade with this name change, although Milwaukee’s newspapers 

continued to describe it as a “Preparedness Parade.” Hoan’s moderate approach angered 
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many in the national Socialist party, but he made his position clear in a February 15, 

1917, letter to the Woman’s Club of Wisconsin stating, “While I personally believe every 

living soul would regret to see our country involved in a war, still if war should come, 

then the loyal support and assistance of every citizen will be absolutely necessary.”89 

Until that time, however, he wished for and urged Milwaukee citizens to support 

neutrality. 

At first German-Americans in Milwaukee did not take his advice. During the U.S. 

congressional race in November 1914, for example, they attacked candidate Berger for 

not being sufficiently pro-German, which may have led to his loss to the incumbent 

Republican, although he did beat the Democratic candidate.90 A month later, they 

showed their strong support for the German government and military on December 11, 

1914, when a large number of them turned out to hear the former Secretary of State of 

Colonial Affairs for Germany, Dr. Bernhard Dernburg, who lived in the United States 

during 1914-1915, give a speech defending Germany’s invasion of Belgium.91  

 Fairly quickly, the majority of Wisconsin’s German-Americans stopped backing 

the Kaiser’s army yet continued to feel a strong kinship with Germany, their 

“Fatherland,” and a desire to help sustain friends and family who still lived there. As Dr. 

Leo Stern, assistant superintendent of Milwaukee public schools and president of the 

Wisconsin German-American Alliance, told an editor for The New Republic, “I should 

like to know why I should not love the country where my parents are buried, where my 
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sisters are buried, where I received my fundamental education.”92 This emotional 

attachment had led Stern and his fellow Alliance members to raise $61,000 in 

Milwaukee ($67,000 all together in Wisconsin) for relief work in Germany by the end of 

January 1915.   

German-Americans in Milwaukee demonstrated the lengths to which they were 

willing to go to help Germans back home by holding a charity bazaar at Milwaukee’s 

Auditorium early in 1916. The bazaar raised money for German, Austrian, and 

Hungarian widows, orphans, and wounded veterans who were suffering, even starving, 

because of England’s ability to control the high seas and limit trade to the Central Power 

countries.93 When the editors of the Grand Rapids [Wisconsin] Tribune first heard 

about the event in late December 1915, they asked “everyone who has a heart for the 

sufferings of his fellow men” to support the bazaar. They went on to urge their readers to 

“join hands in the beautiful spirit of yuletide love, and make this bazaar an eloquent 

witness of the humanitarian and liberal spirit of the population of Wisconsin.”94 

The “Charity Bazaar for the Benefit of War Sufferers in Germany, Austria, and 

Hungary” began on March 2, 1916, with much fanfare and lasted five more days. Visitors 

who arrived the first evening walked into a hall filled with pergolas and arbors covered 

with “a riot of apple blossoms” and proceeded to the Iron Cross booth, a symbol of 

Germany’s military potency, to enjoy the opening ceremonies. At exactly 8:00 PM, the 

German ambassador to the United States, Count Johann von Bernstorff, pressed a 
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button in Washington, DC, that sounded a bell throughout the building setting “the 

machinery of the bazaar in motion.” Besides welcoming and patriotic speeches, the 

ceremony that followed consisted of the 

Milwaukee Liederkranz singing “America” 

and German songs, uniformed German 

and Austrian veterans presenting arms, 

and Emil von  Schleinitz, editor of the 

Germania-Herold, driving the first gold, 

silver, and iron nails into the Iron Cross.95 

For the rest of the week, attendees could 

purchase their own nails to drive into the 

wooden cross and, by the end of the event, 

had raised $3,000 doing so.96 Besides this 

booth, visitors could choose from a 

smorgasbord of German and Austrian 

events and activities, such as the Wiener café, the Biedermeier garden, the Leipzig fair, 

and a re-creation of Old Heidelberg, along with food booths, concerts, raffles, and 
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displays, including a massive replica of the German cruiser SMS Emden, which had 

been sunk in a battle with an Australian warship.97    

Described by the Oshkosh Daily Northwestern as a “stupendous affair,” the 

charity bazaar attracted almost 150,000 attendees and raised over $150,000. After 

witnessing the bazaar in progress, the Daily Northwestern editors wondered at “a real 

democracy all through the great municipal building. Everybody was gracious to 

everybody else. Artificial distinctions were nearly forgotten while all sold or bought for 

the cause of the great charity.”98 The charity bazaar’s gracious and democratic 

atmosphere existed at a time when most Americans still supported the position that the 

United States would remain a neutral nation during the course of the European War.  

By the time of the bazaar, most German-Americans in Wisconsin had embraced 

President Wilson’s plea for “a true spirit of neutrality.” News, often from English 

sources, of the “atrocities” the Kaiser’s army had inflicted on Belgium’s population in the 

early months of the war and the May 7, 1915, sinking by the German navy of the RMS 

Lusitania with Americans aboard, made this position more tenable than outright 

support of Germany. However, as The New Republic editor pointed out in the summer 

of 1915, this was not hard for Wisconsin German-Americans to do, since those who had 

immigrated to the state more closely associated themselves with “the tradition of 1848 

or the tradition of social democracy than the tradition of imperial Germany.” These 

immigrants and their descendants supported Germany, he continued, “but this does not 
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mean that the bulk of them desire at practically any cost, even to America, the triumph 

of German arms.”99 

Luckily for Wisconsin’s German-American population, Governor Emanuel 

Philipp had become an outspoken proponent of neutrality by the time of the bazaar. 

Philipp, who had been born in Honey Creek, Sauk County, Wisconsin to Swiss-German 

immigrant parents, pledged to support Wilson’s position of neutrality as soon as he took 

office in 1915. According to biographer Robert S. Maxwell, Philipp took this stand 

because he “saw the war as essentially a struggle for commercial supremacy between 

Germany and England with over tones of ancient dynastic and political rivalries among 

the other participants.” 100 In other words, Philipp saw it as a war about economics and 

not about moral values. He believed Americans should stay away from Europe at all 

costs, not even sailing on their vessels or in their waterways. 

In a 1915 speech Philipp went so far as to state that he would not only withhold 

armament and other military supplies from the belligerents, but humanitarian aid as 

well, stating, “If bread is one of the elements that they must have to continue the war, let 

us cease to furnish that, too.”101 He strongly believed that the best way to keep America 

out of the war was not to provide help to either side. In a strange turn of events, Philipp 

agreed with his foe La Follette and not with his ally, former President William Taft. The 

latter embarrassed Philipp during a visit to Madison in 1915, when he spoke of the 

country’s constitutional right to sell food and arms to any of the belligerent nations, 
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while Philipp sat on the platform behind him. 102 Wisconsin’s legislature, however, 

supported Philipp and passed a joint resolution asking Wilson to maintain a neutral 

stance for the duration of the war. 

Charles D. Stewart, one of the governor’s closest friends and confidants, felt 

Philipp’s embargo of food, munitions, and weapons to all belligerents was foolish. In a 

letter describing his feelings about thirty-five years later, Stewart wrote that Philipp 

“evidently thought that was the most neutral thing to do, whereas it was the opposite of 

neutral—it was all against England and in favor of Germany.” Stewart’s opinion reflected 

that of Theodore Roosevelt and other militant Americans, who argued that since 

Germany had built up a considerable war machine and England had not, an embargo 

favored Germany. Stewart believed that Philipp had played parochial politics with 

regard to the German vote and should have stayed away from making statements about 

national policy. He also thought it cost Philipp the chance to be Roosevelt’s running 

mate in 1916. 103 Others, including his biographer, saw the embargo statement as a 

sincere one by Philipp and not a political ploy. 

By August 1915, Philipp had combined his belief in “honest neutrality” with the 

idea that an adequate preparedness program, which included building up the American 

army and its arms supplies, was also needed. As a result, he created a committee to 

coordinate preparedness and security actions around the state. In this manner he 

attempted to appease both ends of the spectrum, neutralists and pacifists to his left and 

preparedness advocates and war militants to his right. 
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At the end of 1915, peace activists such as Julia Grace Wales were not ready to 

give up their cause and accept neutrality or preparedness as the American approach to 

the European War. When President Wilson rejected Wales’s “Wisconsin Plan” in 

October, Detroit industrialist and avid pacifist Henry Ford stepped up to take the peace 

process into his own hands. During the next month he began organizing a peace 

expedition to Europe. With the aid of American pacifists, he hoped to rouse citizens of 

neutral European nations into demanding continuous mediation and, through that 

process, bring an end to the war. Ford sent out invitations to peace activists throughout 

the United States, including Wales. Most declined his offer, primarily because Wilson 

and Congress had not sanctioned the enterprise. Wales agreed, after some deliberation, 

to support Ford’s mission and sail on his “Peace Ship.” Shortly before the ship left its 

dock in Hoboken, New Jersey, on December 4 for its fourteen-day trip, Ford told 

newspaper reporters, “I am sailing with firm belief that good will come of this mission. 

My message to you, boys, is this: Fight for peace, against preparedness.”104 A few days 

later, Wales wrote to a friend in Madison that there was no mistaking Ford’s idealism; it 

was transparently serious. “He has the eyes of a visionary,” she added.105 

Two others with University of Wisconsin connections joined Miss Wales on board 

the Scandinavian ship, Oscar II: student John P. Frazee, a senior at the time, and 

Wisconsin graduate, Louis P. Lochner, who had been the executive director of the 

Emergency Peace Federation in Chicago and, as a secretary to Ford, served as head of 

publicity for the peace trip. Miss Wales and Mr. Frazee, who had been among the first to 
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board, witnessed the spectacle of around 15,000 spectators laughing, cheering, and 

singing “Onward Christian Soldiers” and American patriotic songs as the ship pulled 

away from her pier.106 This may have been the last of the celebrating, since the amateur 

peace mission fell apart quickly and eventually failed miserably.  

Three days after leaving port, Wilson decided to increase the budgets of the 

United States Army and Navy in obvious support of preparedness, much to the 

consternation of those aboard the Peace Ship. While the majority of the pacifist 

passengers were horrified by the president’s decision, a minority saw it as a patriotic 

and appropriate move. Dramatic arguments ensued, creating a riff among the 

participants. A few days later, an influenza outbreak spread among the travelers, 

including Ford, and by the time Oscar II docked in Oslo, Norway, one person had died. 

When the Norwegians, who generally supported preparedness, did not welcome the 

American pacifists with open arms, the American press was ready to declare the trip a 

fiasco. With so much ignominy surrounding the voyage, Ford quietly slipped onto 

another ship four days after landing in Norway and returned to the United States. With 

this debacle, interest in a peaceful settlement of the war lagged both nationally and in 

Wisconsin for most of the next year.107 

Wisconsin members of the Woman’s Peace Party did make an attempt to revive 

peace activity in the state in the fall of 1916. A handful of Madison women, including 

Louise P. Kellogg, Wales’s friend and confidante, called for a meeting on November 18. 

At the gathering, Belle La Follette spoke to around eighty women about the Peace 
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Party’s history and goals and suggested actions for the group to undertake. 108 On 

February 24, 1917, the Madison branch listened to Louis Lochner’s presentation on “the 

alarming spread of the military spirit in the United States,” which concluded with him 

urging the peace activists to write their congressmen. 109 

At the same time the Woman’s Peace Party made inroads into Wisconsin’s capital 

city, another small group of women interested in the peace movement associated itself 

with Madison’s Young Women’s Christian Association. This unnamed group, which held 

its first meeting on September 30, 1916, decided to focus its energy on rousing interest 

in peace activities among University of Wisconsin’s women and, by the second week of 

November, had gathered the names of one hundred campus members willing to support 

their endeavors. 110 

Finally, a number of Milwaukee activists created a local branch of the Woman’s 

Peace Party in February 1917. But it was all, for the most part, too late. Wisconsin 

members of the Party, mostly educated and professional women, had worked tirelessly, 

some for over two years, to secure peace in Europe and prevent the United States from 

joining the conflict. Their hope and activity ended when President Wilson called for war 

with Germany on April 2, 1917. The Woman’s Peace Party began to disintegrate shortly 

after this announcement. 111 On April 20, the Madison branch executive board sent a 

circular letter to its members acknowledging the new reality and suggesting that the 

“first and chief duty of every citizen [is] to be loyal and effective, supporting with good 

will the sovereignty under the care of which he lives.” They recommended their 
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members volunteer for the Red Cross during the time of crisis, but also noted that they 

continued to “oppose all measures that tend to fasten on our country permanent 

militarism” and hoped “that a lasting and just peace and a world federation may be the 

outcome.” 112 After these statements, Wisconsin peace activists generally remained silent 

for the duration of the war. 

     *** 

As pacifism lost momentum, the preparedness movement in Wisconsin slowly 

picked up steam. Late in 1915 the Wisconsin branch of the National Security League 

(NSL) got themselves organized. By the end of November, they had set up a 

headquarters in downtown Milwaukee, successfully encouraged Governor Philipp to 

appoint fifteen Wisconsin mayors to a League committee, and sent a delegation to a 

Midwest NSL convention in Chicago. On November 27, newspaper columnist Ellis 

Usher in the Oshkosh Daily Northwestern was ready to declare that Wisconsin was “in 

line” to defend the country. He “heartily approved” of the work the organization was 

doing to “organize public sentiment in favor of better naval and military 

preparedness…and for the stiffening up, at home and abroad, of respect for American 

efficiency in case of war.” As an aside Usher, who would become a mouthpiece for 

Wisconsin hyperpatriots during the war, commended Wisconsin’s relatively new junior 

senator Paul O. Husting for the courage he showed when giving an address full of 

“patriotic support of the president and government of the United States” to a primarily 

German-American audience in Mayville. Husting concluded his remarks to the local 

Gesangverein Teutonia, a singing club celebrating its sixty-third anniversary, by 
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reminding his listeners, “Our country should be our first, our second, and our last 

consideration.”113 

 Husting, a lawyer in his late 40s, had been 

born in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin and served two 

terms as a state senator before becoming a U.S. 

Senator. In 1914, he campaigned as a Democrat 

for the U.S. Senate in reaction to La Follette’s 

progressive agenda and won. He did not attract 

much attention in the six months after his March 

1915 inauguration, but in the fall Senator Husting 

began giving lectures equating preparedness with 

patriotism. He followed up this message, during 

the spring of 1916, by speaking out against 

German-American organizations “that create agitation of an unpatriotic nature.”114 

Wisconsin newspaper editors took note. The La Crosse Leader-Press, for example, 

declared “Husting No ‘Pussy-Foot’” for his patriotic positions, his support of 

preparedness, and for knowing “just where he stands when there is a choice between 

this country and any other in the world.”115  

As Husting’s star began to climb, national events coalesced to make the 

preparedness advocates’ message more palatable to many Americans. Mexican 

Revolutionary general Pancho Villa inadvertently made a case for preparedness when he 
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boldly attacked a small town in the three-year old state of New Mexico on March 9, 

1915.116 He compounded the outrage in early May, when he returned to the United States 

to raid two Texas towns. Angered by this incursion on American soil, President Wilson 

sent American general John J. Pershing with thousands of U.S. Army regulars to 

capture Villa and bring him to justice.117  Despite every effort to catch the “bandit,” 

including invading Mexico, Villa eluded the American military. Preparedness advocates 

used this failure as proof of United States Army’s shortcomings. The Marshfield Times 

pointed out that Mexico’s “imbroglio with Uncle Samuel has demonstrated beyond all 

doubt that the United States is not at present prepared for war, even with a third-rate 

power.” It went on to declare that “we are in no shape to ‘talk turkey’ to any foreign 

nation, or even to keep our international boundary lines safe against moving picture 

bandits.” The newspaper’s editor urged military preparedness, so Uncle Sam can tell the 

rest of the world to keep ‘hands off’ North and South America.” For that to happen, he 

concluded, the United States needs “sufficient national policemen, afloat and ashore.”118 

The spectacle of an American general chasing Villa around the Mexican 

countryside led to the passage of the National Defense Act, also known as the Hay Bill 

after its chief proponent U.S. Representative James Hay of Virginia, on June 3, 1916. 

The act federalized the National Guard, guaranteeing it a role in any national 

mobilzation, and created the Reserved Officers’ Training Corps (R.O.T.C.). Wilson 

immediately called up the National Guard to protect the nation’s border with Mexico. In 
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Wisconsin, the state’s National Guard gathered at Camp Douglas over a four-day period 

in late June. Young men eager for adventure trained at the camp for a little over a week, 

while friends and family watched as they ate picnic lunches on the surrounding hills and 

bluffs. On July 1, Wisconsin’s National Guard entrained for San Antonio, Texas, arriving 

a few days later.  Instead of finding adventure, Wisconsin’s troops found heat 

(sometimes surpassing 100 degrees), sub-standard housing, and tedium. The National 

Guard troops who arrived from several states were generally too raw to be used in any 

actual military maneuvers and, after three months of drilling and training, were sent 

home.119 

In the midst of this debacle, Charles Evans Hughes accepted the Republican 

nomination for president with a speech that emphasized the need for military 

preparedness. He began by stating, “Adequate preparedness is not militarism. It is the 

essential assurance of security; it is a necessary safeguard of peace.” Hughes described 

America’s situation as “shockingly unprepared.” With all of the nation’s regular troops 

at the Mexican border or in Mexico, along with the entire National Guard, the United 

States summoned “practically all our movable military forces in order to prevent bandit 

incursions…it is inexcusable that we should find ourselves in this plight.”120  

In the following weeks, a number of Wisconsin newspapers took up Hughes’s call 

for preparedness. The editor of the Janesville Daily Gazette, for example, agreed with 

the candidate that preparedness “does not mean war but it means be ready for an 

emergency.” The federalized National Guard, it continued, “means preparedness. It is 
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not a warlike move. It is a peaceful move.”121 A few days later, the Stevens Point Daily 

Journal supported the preparedness movement by writing of its dismay that Wilson’s 

administration had only recently recognized the importance of preparedness and, in a 

belated response, begun building up the United States military.122 

As more Wisconsinites saw the validity of preparedness, some still felt compelled 

to speak out against it. La Follette may have been one of the loudest. In a speech to the 

U.S. Senate he condemned the changing sentiment when he decried “the cheap skate of 

a business man” who could get a column urging preparedness on the front page of a 

newspaper, “whereas a man who was against preparedness was denied any space at 

all.”123 Richard Lloyd Jones, editor of the Wisconsin State Journal and a La Follette 

supporter, disagreed with those who saw preparedness as precursor to peace. On August 

4, 1916, he wrote, “It is not the great navy as a navy which is likely to menace peace. It is 

a great navy conjured up by those who have something to gain by its operations.” Jones 

went on to suggest the creation of a permanent, non-partisan, non-military Council of 

Peace. Instead of spending money on preparedness for war, he concluded, spend one 

percent of that amount “on preparedness for peace.”124  

Over the course of 1916 preparedness advocates became more sophisticated in 

selling their message to Americans, including a number of Wisconsinites. They learned 

their ideas had more power if they were tied to patriotism. At the same time a series of 

events coalesced that seemed to reinforce their point.  La Follette and his supporters 

asked Americans to question the motives of these advocates and learn if they benefitted 
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financially from a war preparedness policy, either directly or indirectly. A positive 

patriotic message turned out a lot easier to sell than one full of negativity and distrust. 

As 1917 began, acts by the German military and government turned the message of 

promoting preparedness to one of active involvement in the European War. 
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Chapter 2: “Unpatriotic Remarks”: The Move from Preparedness to 

Hyperpatriotism, January to April, 1917 

“Disloyalty is but treason in its incipient stage.”125 
 Wisconsin State Senator Timothy Burke, April 24, 1917 

 

In 1892, five-year-old Frank Raguse left Germany with his parents, two older 

brothers, and a baby sister for Baltimore, Maryland. In the following weeks the Raguse 

family made their way to Milwaukee, where his father and brothers found jobs as 

laborers. Frank attended school through eighth grade and then became a laborer 

himself, working at a variety of unskilled jobs. Over the next few years, Frank immersed 

himself in working-class politics and became an active supporter of the Socialist Party. 

In November 1916, Milwaukee’s 8th district elected him, a twenty-nine-year old 

teamster, to Wisconsin’s state senate.126 Frank’s tenure would be short, less than two 

months. His ousting began with an incident that occurred the evening of April 24, 1917, 

and was described by the Eau Claire Leader as “the most sensational episode of the 

legislative session.” The Leader’s editor also noted, “[It] stirred the dignified and 

patriotic senate to a high pitch of excitement.”127 By this time, only weeks after the 

United States had entered the European War, Wisconsin already had a growing 

reputation as a hotbed of potential treason, and preparedness advocates, turned war-

supporting hyperpatriots, meant to squelch any signs of disloyalty, especially those 

displayed by a Socialist state senator. 
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The episode began when a resolution by state senator Roy Wilcox came to a vote. 

Wilcox, who would soon be a leader of Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots, wanted the state to 

print and distribute 50,000 copies of President Wilson’s April 13 congressional address, 

which listed the reasons America would fight with the Allies in the European War, as a 

way to encourage patriotic war support among Wisconsinites. Senator Raguse, 

infuriated by Wilcox’s willingness “to spend a million for patriotism,” rose from his seat 

and declared, “There are only two ways to create patriotism—to destroy property or 

lives.” He suggested the U.S.S. Maine had been blown up during the Spanish-American 

War “to create patriotism,” but noted more recently “people have refused to become 

patriotic by the blowing up of the Lusitania.” He added, “Eighty-five per cent of the 

people of this country own no land, and people who own no land are without a country 

and are not patriotic.” In his concluding statements, Raguse called the resolution “class 

legislation” and moved that it be indefinitely postponed.128 

The Senate Room immediately filled with angry retorts from many of Raguse’s 

indignant colleagues incensed by his remarks. Some questioned his understanding of 

patriotism, others wondered if he had just committed treason under the pending 

Espionage Act, and a handful demanded Raguse retract his remarks or be expelled. In 

the midst of these strong emotions, the other two Socialist senators spoke of their 

patriotism and pride of country. When Senator Timothy Burke had the floor, he thanked 

these two colleagues for their remarks, but went on to speak of the humiliation 

Wisconsin had suffered in the last few months by having its loyalty questioned, adding, 
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The remarks made by the senator from the eighth are remarks that are probably 
direct violations of the recent act of congress relating to this subject. That a 
Wisconsin senator should get up and make such a statement which I claim 
borders on disloyalty, and disloyalty is but treason in its incipient stage—is a 
disgrace.  

Burke called on Raguse to retract his remarks or “be expelled from the senate for 

expressions and words that border on disloyalty.” Raguse immediately retracted his 

words, adding, “[I] used those words because I have read them several times in the 

newspapers and I simply repeated those statements.” Lieutenant Governor Dithmar, the 

presiding official, accepted the retraction and stated, “The record is closed.”129  

 Dithmar may have closed the record, but Burke, a Stalwart Republican from 

Green Bay, realized that a chance to expel one of the three Socialists from the Wisconsin 

senate could not be passed by. Overnight he wrote out a retraction for Raguse to sign, 

which required the young senator to claim American citizenship, reaffirm his allegiance 

to the United States, and retract and apologize for comments deemed unpatriotic by his 

opponents. Burke submitted it to Socialist Senator Louis Arnold who found it 

acceptable, but asked that Burke and his fellow senate members take into consideration 

Raguse’s youth and inexperience. Senator M.W. Perry dismissed Arnold’s concern by 

stating the senate “was not the place for young and inexperienced men to insult the 

flag.”130 When first presented with the retraction, Raguse agreed to sign the document, 

but after a night’s reflection changed his mind. On April 26, the senate, by a vote of 30 

to 3 (the three Socialists), demanded Raguse agree to the retraction prepared by his 
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political opponents. Raguse refused, declaring that not only had he not received a fair 

hearing, but was being asked to retract his Socialist principles. The senate immediately 

voted to expel him, again by a vote of 30 to 3. Raguse vowed to run for the same seat 

again and to show his patriotism by joining the military.131  

 Frank Raguse’s sudden expulsion from the state senate could possibly have 

happened in any state, but by late April Wisconsin’s loyalty, especially that of its 

political representatives, had been questioned on a national scale. Senator Burke spoke 

of this humiliation when he condemned Raguse immediately after the young Socialist’s 

incendiary remarks, stating, “Wisconsin and Milwaukee are very much advertised 

throughout the union [as disloyal], and yet, no state in the union is more loyal than 

Wisconsin. We have been humiliated in Washington and we have been humiliated at 

home.”132 This sense of humiliation was a cumulation of several events that occurred in 

March and April of 1917, beginning with U.S. Senator Robert M. La Follette’s unpopular 

reaction to President Wilson’s demand to arm the nation’s merchant marine and 

continuing through Govenor Emanuel Philipp’s rejection of conscription to raise troops. 

These, along with a number of other actions by the state’s leaders, had led many outside 

the state to question the loyalty and patriotism of Wisconsin’s citizens, since they had 

elected these representatives. By the time of Raguse’s removal, the state’s hyperpatriots 

had already begun building organizations and arranging events to combat the negative 
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perception of Wisconsin’s loyalty. These, however, would be just the first steps in their 

attempts to reclaim the good name of Wisconsin.  

*** 

 On January 31, 1917, Germany, reeling from the British blockade of its North Sea 

ports and believing Britain and France were receiving war materiel from the United 

States, announced it would resume submarine (Unterseeboot or U-boat) attacks on any 

ships in the war zone, including passenger vessels from non-belligerent countries. A few 

days later a German U-boat sank the U.S.S. Housatonic, carrying over 400,000 bushels 

of wheat, near England’s Scilly Islands. Without knowing if the American crew aboard 

the Housatonic had lived or died, Wilson immediately severed relations with Germany 

by tendering German Ambassador Count von Bernstorff his passport and sending him 

home. Later reports made clear that the crew had survived because the U-boat 

commander, after sending warning shots across the ship’s bow, had let those on board 

abandon ship. He did, however, ignore the pleas of the Housatonic’s captain to spare the 

vessel, replying, “You are carrying foodstuffs to an enemy of my country, and though I 

am sorry, it is my duty to sink you.” He then struck the ship with a single torpedo. It 

sunk in twenty minutes. The Germans towed the American crew close to land, 

abandoning them when an English ship came into view.133 The German Navy soon 

learned that warning shots made it easier for Allied ships to sink their fragile U-boats 
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and discontinued the practice. Americans called this new approach to naval warfare 

barbaric and uncivilized.134  

While the sinking of American ships, such as the Housatonic, did not lead 

immediately to war with Germany, it did encourage Wisconsin preparedness advocates 

to speak out. On the same day the Wisconsin State Journal (Madison) reported the 

sinking of the Housatonic, it carried an editorial calling the Kaiser “the big brutal bully 

of the world,” and declaring, “Germany insults civilization” by sinking non-combatant 

ships. The editorial cautioned now was the time “every American is called to prove his 

Americanism…Every American voter must be one-hundred per cent an American 

citizen. Anything less is TREASON.” It also questioned the patriotism of German 

Americans, noting that there had been a rush of German citizens living in the United 

States to become naturalized, arguing, “The fellow who seeks citizenship in this country 

for no higher or purer motive of patriotism and conscientious devotion to the principles 

of American democracy, is to be viewed with grave suspicion.”135  

In the early days of February 1917, Wisconsin’s preparedness advocates made 

clear their approval of Wilson’s response to Germany and, irrespective of political party, 

actively united behind the president, “the silent man in Washington, who is bearing the 

brunt of this national crisis.”136 Ellis Usher, for example, advised his readers to follow 

the counsel of former President Taft and rally behind the president.137 Their reasons for 
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doing so usually involved patriotic rhetoric, but Civil War veteran Charles Sechler in a 

letter to Wisconsin’s Secretary of State, may have captured the real motivation, one tied 

to an honorable masculinity, when he wrote, “Better war than dishonor. In every age 

some must suffer, perchance die, that succeeding generations may have the inviolate 

right to live unafraid in a country that has good red blood in its veins.”138  

Wisconsin’s junior U.S. Senator, Paul O. Husting, added to this call for an all-

American patriotism that supported President Wilson, when he publicly castigated La 

Crosse attorney Frank E. Withrow in an open letter. Withrow had chaired a Socialist 

meeting in his city on February 11, where resolutions had been passed stating that the 

working men and women of La Crosse County did not support murder of themselves or 

others “to protect the profits of our greedy enemies within our nation” and resolved to 

support an embargo to all belligerents and a bill that would forbid American ships to 

enter the war zone. Withrow sent a copy of these resolutions to President Wilson, 

Senators La Follette and Husting, and U.S. Representative John J. Esch.139  

In an open letter dated February 17, 1917 and published in several newspapers 

around the state, Husting chastised Withrow. “The government,” he wrote, “has been 

most grievously and lamentably harassed in its diplomatic efforts and has been 

measurably weakened…in its strenuous efforts…to preserve an honorable peace” by 

those, like Withrow, who questioned President Wilson’s actions. He reminded Withrow 

that Germany was the aggressor and in “THE WRONG,” while America was on the side 

of “RIGHT, JUSTICE and HUMANITY.” He finished by asking all Americans “to join 
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hands firmly in supporting OUR PRESIDENT AND OUR COUNTRY in and thru this 

crisis.”140 The Wisconsin State Journal, one of many Wisconsin newspapers to print 

Husting’s letter, took delight in his answer to Withrow, whom they described as a 

“peace-at-any-price advocate.” A Journal editorial that included Husting’s letter stated,  

The pacifists who are protesting to the President would be much more logical and 
to the point if they protested to the Kaiser. The German-Americans who are so 
active in the peace-at-any-price propaganda are directing all their efforts to the 
tail end of their own hyphenation [and should address] their pleas for peace to 
the Kaiser.141 

Although Withrow would have probably described himself as pro-neutrality 

rather than pro-pacifism, a number of Wisconsinites wrote to Husting to thank him for 

his anti-pacifist stance in reply to Withrow. University of Wisconsin electrical 

engineering professor Cyril M. Jansky, for example, appreciated the senator’s “stand 

with reference to the Peace at any Price propaganda that had been carried on in the 

interest of Germany.” Husting’s letter, he continued, expressed the sentiments of loyal 

and patriotic Americans.142 In retrospect, Husting’s well-publicized response, which 

appears to be the first to attack and denigrate a Wisconsin citizen for having an opinion 

different from his and other self-identified patriots, foreshadowed the use of coercion 

and public spectacle Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots would employ to control discussion 

about the war.  

Tension ratcheted up at the end of February, when British authorities turned over 

to the United States ambassador a decoded telegram written by German Foreign 

Secretary Arthur Zimmerman. In the telegram to Germany’s Mexican ambassador, 
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Zimmerman proposed an alliance between that country and Germany should America 

enter the war against Germany. He offered Mexico significant financial aid and the 

return of lost territories in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. The day after seeing the 

telegram, an angered Wilson had had enough and proposed to Congress that the United 

States should begin immediately arming its merchant marine ships against possible 

attack.   

When Senator Robert M. La Follette became the leader of those national 

representatives who decided to fight Wilson’s proposal, formally the Armed Ship Bill, 

self-described patriotic Americans saw in his behavior the first inklings that Wisconsin 

might have a potential problem with treasonous representatives. As for La Follette, he 

had been wary of the preparedness movement and its desire to shore up the military 

since its inception. He questioned supporters’ motives and thought that capitalist greed 

hid behind their patriotic patina. While Wilson did not seem to share this concern, he 

did agree with La Follette that the European War was a transgression of progressive 

principles (ones that privileged science and education) and, at least at first, that the 

United States should remain staunchly neutral. The president and the senator began to 

drift apart in November 1915, when Wilson, in concession to preparedness advocates, 

called for building up the country’s military. By February 1917, Wilson had come around 

to the preparedness movement’s perception that Germany was more dangerous to the 

United States than the Allies and abandoned the idea of neutrality. With this change of 

attitude, La Follette lost respect for Wilson.143 
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 With La Follette’s lack of trust in the preparedness movement and concern that 

Wilson had fallen for its rhetoric, he along with eleven other congressmen conducted a 

filibuster against the Armed Ship Bill on March 4, 1917. La Follette and his allies argued 

that arming the merchant marine was too expensive, gave the president too much 

power, and would lead the United States into war.144 When the filibuster succeeded, an 

annoyed President Wilson denounced the twelve legislators who participated in it as “A 

little group of willful men, representing no opinion but their own,” but his ire and that of 

many of his supporters focused on their leader, La Follette.145 To them the senator’s 

actions put the country’s safety and commerce at risk. They began to wonder, what kind 

of American would send such an unpatriotic man to the United States Senate? As the 

backlash against La Follette grew, Wisconsin found itself firmly placed under the 

national microscope. 

Over the next several weeks, La Follette’s “treasonous” attitude made national 

news and led to reactions around the country. Wheeling, West Virginia millionaires 

Archie W. Paull and J.C. Brady, for example, immediately called a mass meeting to 

denounce La Follette as a traitor and to prevent him from speaking at a local synagogue 

later that week.146 Editors of the Butte Miner told their readers that La Follette and his 

congressional “coterie” would rather support the Prussian monarch Kaiser Wilhelm 

than their own president.147 While the Helena Independent wondered if Herr 

Zimmerman would have created “a subsidiary principality with La Follette [as] grand 
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duke.”148 Back home, Wisconsin legislators made it clear that their Senator had 

misrepresented the state and regretted that he could not be recalled or impeached.149 By 

March 7, Husting’s brother Peter had recognized a change in sentiment. “The results of 

the past week,” he wrote,  

Coupled together with your unflinching stand all along, has more than completely 
reversed the conditions as they appeared a year ago. And in comparison with the 
inexplicable antics and attitude of ‘Fighting Bob’ it has placed you up with the 
Major Leaguers while Bob is having a berth fitted out for himself in the minors.150  

The national press explained La Follette’s behavior, as well as that of the other 

“willful men,” by their need for support from their German-American constituencies. 

The Lexington (Kentucky) Herald, for example, noted the day before the filibuster, “One 

of the alarming phases of the present situation is that practically every member of the 

Congress of the United States…who represents a State with any considerable German 

population has failed to stand up straight for genuine Americanism.” A list of the more 

grievous offenders, the Herald continued, included Senator La Follette and 

Representative Henry A. Cooper of Wisconsin, who had voted against the Armed Ship 

Bill in the House.151 The Herald’s comments reflected a trend that began in the early 

months of 1917 and continued throughout the war of national newspapers speaking 

about Wisconsin’s patriotism in terms that questioned the quality and Americanism of 

the state’s representatives rather than the support of its German-American population. 

The Oshkosh Daily Northwestern recognized this tendency when it stated, “The entire 
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state has been placed under suspicion by the ill-advised action of some of its official mis-

representatives.”152 

Even though Wisconsin’s German population did not come under attack in the 

national press, a number of Wisconsin newspaper editors could not help but notice that 

the four U.S. Representatives from Wisconsin who had voted with La Follette came from 

Milwaukee or nearby districts with significant German-American populations.153 The 

Daily Northwestern stressed the consequences of this German-influenced voting by 

remarking, “This coincidence is not being overlooked by outside paper[s], which do not 

hesitate to connect it with the pro-German sentiment in Milwaukee and adjoining 

sections of Wisconsin, and which also raise the question of the true loyalty of the Badger 

metropolis.”154  

Milwaukee businessman Alvin P. Kletzsch fed this fear when he told the 

Milwaukee Journal that his colleagues in New York, Washington, Buffalo, Cleveland, 

and Boston all thought of Milwaukee “as a hotbed of sedition” with a population ready 

to overthrow the government and establish the Kaiser as their leader. Kletzsch spoke of 

the impression “all over the country that Milwaukee is a German city…and that [its 

citizens think they] are subjects of Germany.”155 The Journal asked a number of leading 

Milwaukee citizens to respond to Kletzsch’s comments. Most blamed the actions of “pro-

German fanatics and extremists” for the negative perception, while Captain Thaddeus 

                                                           
152 “In an Unenviable Light,” Oshkosh Daily Northwestern, March 12, 1917, 4. 
153 These included William J. Cary (4th District, Milwaukee), William H. Stafford (5th District, Milwaukee), Henry A. 

Cooper (1st District, southeast Wisconsin), and John Mandt Nelson (3rd District, southcentral Wisconsin). 
154 “In an Unenviable Light,” 4. 
155 Milwaukee Journal, February 21, 1917, 1 as quoted in Jean L. Berres, “Local Aspects of the ‘Campaign for 

Americanism’: The Milwaukee Journal in World War I” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1977), 126. 



78 

 

M. Wild thought Wisconsin’s unfortunate reputation came from “the spirit of foreignism 

pervading the entire state.” Not everyone agreed with Kletzsch’s premise that eastern 

businessmen were speaking badly of Wisconsin and Milwaukee. Meat-packing magnate 

Patrick Cudahy, for example, thought all this talk was rumor and gossip and should not 

be taken too seriously.156 Cudahy’s reaction has been supported by a survey of national 

newspapers from small and large municipalities around the United States during the 

months of February and March 1917, which did not corroborate the Daily Northwestern 

or Kletzsch’s worries that the national press perceived the state and its largest city as an 

epicenter of potential treason.157  

Few newspaper editors outside of Wisconsin showed much interest in the loyalty 

of average Wisconsinites or Milwaukeeans during the months of February and March 

1917; their concern focused on the state’s leaders. To this end, the New York Herald 

wondered in mid-March whether Wisconsin’s Governor Emanuel Philipp stood with the 

president or not. Over a week had passed since La Follette’s filibuster, the Herald noted, 

and Philipp still had not made a formal statement about the Wisconsin senator and the 

ruckus he had created in Washington. Philipp replied with a terse statement declaring, 

“The people of Wisconsin do not want war and wish that the President avoid it, if he can 

do so without the sacrifice of our national honor.” He affirmed, “If war must come, the 

President of the United States may rely upon it that the people of this state will support 

him and their country with a whole heart and with all the strength they possess.”158 

Within Wisconsin, Democrats, Stalwart Republicans, and others who did not support 
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his more moderate beliefs would use this statement against him throughout the war, 

claiming he had not been sufficiently patriotic. The Milwaukee Journal declared that an 

additional assertion by Philipp in the same message to the Herald which read “our 

grievance against Germany rests entirely upon her interference with our commerce” to 

be utterly repugnant. The Journal’s editors thought that the governor’s decision to 

overlook the loss of American lives caused by Germany’s submarines would be another 

heavy blow against “the fair name of Wisconsin’s Americanism.”159 In spite of such 

statements, others agreed with the Eau Claire Telegram’s editorial on March 17 that the 

governor’s “utterance, firm and well-balanced, and to the point, reflects credit on the 

state, and the state needed it.”160 

While the voices and opinions of Wisconsin newspaper editors could lead readers 

to assume most Wisconsinites supported Wilson and Husting and were displeased with 

La Follette’s actions, letters to U.S. Representative John J. Esch from the 7th 

congressional district in west central Wisconsin from his constituents during the month 

of March actually illustrated a range of opinions. These correspondents cannot be 

considered “average” Wisconsinites, since all of them were men who appear to have or 

had held positions of authority within their communities, but their letters do show that 

at this time in Wisconsin there was no coherent view as to what America’s role should be 

in reference to the European war. Esch’s more moderate stance, when compared to 

those of La Follette or Husting, may explain why a number of his constituents felt 

comfortable writing him with their concerns about the increasingly belligerent actions 
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taken by the president and Congress. In fact, March 1917 may have been the last time 

during the war that some of them thought they could speak out against Wilson and 

preparedness advocates without repercussions. 

Not all of Esch’s correspondents disagreed with the preparedness movement. A 

handful entreated him to support the president during this national crisis and defend 

the country’s honor and manhood by supporting war with Germany. E.S. Minon of 

Milwaukee probably best summed up this latter view when he wrote,  

There is nothing to be gained by a milk and water policy in case of war.  
 If we are going to protect and honor and save this country from further 
 disgrace let us do it like men and in man fashion and that can and should  
 be done by an out and out declaration of war.161  

This type of rhetoric did not appeal to Esch, who in several of his responses emphasized 

a need to keep “cool heads” and not be swayed by “every exaggerated rumor or report.”  

He frequently described the United States as neither aggressive nor warlike, but instead 

a country made up of people who prefer peace and respect for their rights. Esch also 

wrote he could only support Americans at war if the country’s existence as a nation or its 

honor was threatened.162  

In many of his replies, Representative Esch made it abundantly clear he wanted 

the United States to stay out of the European War, an opinion held by many of his 

correspondents. Esch began receiving letters as early as February 26 asking him to 

protest America’s potential fight with Germany and to not give the president unlimited 

powers if the United States should go to war. Several of these early communications 
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noted that 90 percent of his constituents preferred neutrality over going to war against 

Germany.163 Those who gave reasons for their position often spoke of a war between 

Germany and America as one meant solely to satisfy the greed of capitalists, an opinion 

held by La Follette and the Socialist Party. Reverend George Reichert of Prairie du Sac 

captured this sentiment in a telegram to Esch: 

Do not let the buzzard usurp the proud position of the American eagle  
 for we see no national honor in feasting on the already bleeding and 
 famished peoples of Europe…If necessary, we shall shoulder our musket  
 to fight [for the cause of peace], but---not a drop of blood for the munition 
 vendor, who is ever ready to sacrifice the small man on the altar of greed.164  

Another writer described capitalistic motives for the war as “plutocratic patriotism for 

profit” and facetiously urged Esch to support La Follette or give Wilson monarchial 

powers, disband Congress, and come home.165 Others argued that American money 

should not be spent on a war in Europe or worried that entering the war left the United 

States to “the mercy of the enemy within and without.”166  

 While Esch consistently stated the United States should stay out of the war, he 

did support what he called “armed neutrality.” To him this meant making no 

distinctions between the belligerents, especially when asserting the American right to 

send ships carrying non-contraband materials to neutral ports.167 To this end he voted to 
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attack while on the high seas and engaged in lawful business.” 
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increase spending for the military and to arm the merchant marine. In his responses to 

those who wrote him for or against the Armed Ship Bill, he frequently mentioned that 

the United States had armed the merchant marine before, in 1798 and 1800, without 

going to war and often added that doing so may actually be the “safest avenue toward 

peace,” since proof and assertion of America’s power would discourage Germany from 

attacking. Esch went one step further in support of the Armed Ship Bill and stated that 

the United States may have “a moral duty to assert its rights on the high seas.”168  

This discussion of morality, along with honor and manliness, seemed to pervade 

the discussion of whether the United States should enter the European War or not, as 

can already be seen in the letters to Esch from Minon and Reichert. Minon argued entry 

into the war would save American honor, if it was done in a manly way. An author of 

another letter to Esch, completely disagreed, stating, “The honor of the United States is 

not involved…it is only Wilson’s honor [that is under attack] and a damn little he 

has.”169 Preparedness advocates and those who supported America entering the war on 

the side of Britain and France closely tied their arguments to masculinity, integrity, and 

virtue, as did one Wisconsinite, who, in a letter to Senator Husting, not only complained 

that sending money, but not soldiers to France was “a vile slander on American 

manhood,” but also implied that the United States needed leaders who did not equate 

patience and love of peace with “fear and decadence,” as supposedly pacifists and La 
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Follette supporters did.170 While Esch did suggest going to war to defend America’s 

honor, he may have only been using the approved rhetoric of the time. 

*** 

By late February 1917, a number of Milwaukee men, concerned about the 

perception of their city as disloyal, formed a volunteer citizen’s committee to counteract 

this potential opinion. They originally came together on February 25, in part as a 

response to Kletzsch’s worrisome statements in the Journal about Milwaukee’s loyalty, 

but also to a mass meeting held the same day by the city’s Socialist Party. Worried that 

the Socialist meeting’s “pro-German” agenda would reflect badly on the city, the 

committee wrote a telegram to President Wilson pledging to support “any action he 

might take in protecting American rights and urging thorough preparedness.”171 When 

news of the telegram led to “thousands of endorsements” from around the state, the 

committee’s chairman, Wheeler Bloodgood, decided to call for another mass meeting, 

one of patriots, not Socialists, to be held at the city’s auditorium on March 17.172 Its 

purpose, Bloodgood proposed, would be “to give voice to the sentiments in the message 

to the president [the telegram sent February 25]…and offset the impression that 

Milwaukee is a stronghold of disloyalty.”173   

Ellis B. Usher, as correspondent for the Milwaukee Journal, attended the 

meeting and described it as “a great success” and “an intensely genius and serious 

gathering.” Usher noted that the leaders, including Augustus Vogel, chair of the 
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National Security League’s Wisconsin branch, U.S. Senator Paul Husting, and 

Bloodgood, came from a variety of political affiliations and backgrounds (Scandinavian, 

French, “Long Island Dutch,” even German) and suggested this broad range spoke to the 

depth of the patriotic spirit in Milwaukee. 174 According to Usher, over seven thousand 

attendees loudly proclaimed Milwaukee and Wisconsin’s loyalty to the U.S. government 

and President Wilson. When a heckler questioned Vogel’s patriotism, he responded that 

this was obviously a “pro-American” meeting of patriotic and loyal citizens and anyone 

“not in harmony with that platform…had better leave now.” The audience demanded the 

heckler be removed from the gathering, so attendants escorted him out.175 Husting 

followed this moment of drama with a rousing patriotic speech that explained President 

Wilson’s foreign policies and called for unity “in thought, word, and deed,” since “We 

are all Americans.”176 The crowd rewarded him with a long and loud standing ovation. 

The meeting concluded with resolutions stating the attendees’ support of the President 

and the Federal Government in their efforts to defend the country’s rights and uphold 

its national honor.177 The citizen’s committee, pleased with the results of the rally, 

formalized its existence one week later as the Wisconsin Defense League, with 

Bloodgood as chair.  
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Wheeler Peckham Bloodgood had been a leader in the preparedness movement 

and would continue to be an outspoken proponent of defining America’s involvement in 

the war in hyperbolic patriotic terms. Understanding his motivations, which changed 

during the course of the war, provides us with an insight into how a number of 

Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots thought and reasoned, especially as many of them, including 

Bloodgood, moved from a pro-La Follette position to an anti-La Follette one. Bloodgood, 

a Milwaukee native born into a family with American 

roots dating back to the seventeenth century, could 

often be found, according to a Wisconsin State Journal 

editor (several years after Bloodgood’s death), “striding 

his tall and manly way among the beloved people of a 

country which he loved almost to the point of 

worship.”178 This extreme form of patriotism may have 

developed from growing up in a family known for their 

public service to the United States, including a 

maternal uncle who had served as a U.S. Supreme 

Court justice. His son Francis, writing a decade after World War II, believed his father 

made a conscious decision to follow in his predecessors’ footsteps. In preparation for 

this role, Bloodgood graduated from St. John’s Military Academy in Delafield, 

Wisconsin in 1887, read law with his father, passed the bar in 1894, and became a 

successful business lawyer with a wide practice. 179  
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Although he was later described as “a spokesman of big business,” in the early 

years of the twentieth century Bloodgood supported the Progressive Movement by 

backing Robert La Follette and his progressive policies when the latter was Wisconsin’s 

governor. According to Francis, this meant he was interested in government reform and 

“humanitarian legislation,” which improved the welfare of Wisconsinites.180 During the 

1912 presidential election, Bloodgood actively promoted the Progressive Movement by 

breaking with the Republican Party and backing Theodore Roosevelt’s new Progressive 

or “Bull Moose” Party. On Roosevelt’s behalf, Bloodgood organized the political party in 

Wisconsin, attended the Bull Moose convention as a delegate, and even served on the 

committee that wrote the new party’s platform. Regarding these accomplishments, the 

Wisconsin State Journal editor also wrote that Bloodgood “built one of the finest 

working organizations ever possessed by a political faction.”181 Although he eventually 

abandoned Roosevelt’s party after major defeats in the 1914 mid-term election, 

Bloodgood stayed involved in politics—not by running for political office, but by funding 

and organizing support for issues he championed. By the time of the war, however, he 

had not only abandoned the Progressive Party, but La Follette as well, and instead 

associated with Stalwart Republicans, the most politically conservative faction in the 

state.  

Besides Bloodgood, the newly formed Wisconsin Defense League’s executive 

committee included August Vogel and Journal correspondent Ellis Usher. In the early 

                                                           
180 Bloodgood was described as “a spokesman of big business” in “Militarism in Public Schools,” editorial, Capital 

Times, February 23, 1924, 1; Francis described his father’s interest in “humanitarian legislation” in the unpublished 

bibliography; Bloodgood’s support for progressive polices can be found in a speech he made on behalf of Theodore 

Roosevelt’s presidential campaign and published in “States of Union in Competition,” Eau Claire Leader, 

September 12, 1912, 10. 
181 Brayton, “The Rambler.” 



87 

 

days of the League’s existence, these leaders directed their energies toward forming 

similar associations throughout the state, assisting the state and federal government as 

requested by “accredited representatives,” and helping with any potential military 

recruitment.182 By the end of March the committee had sent out a letter to “patriotic 

citizens” around the state asking them to form organizations that would support the civil 

and military arms of the U.S. government.183 They also identified as a goal the need to 

overcome “the pro-German propaganda 

and agitation which permeated the 

state” with the purpose of ultimately 

destroying “the idea prevalent 

throughout the country that Wisconsin 

was a hot-bed of sedition and 

disloyalty.”184 With these goals in mind, 

League supporters managed to organize Loyalty Parades in Janesville and Madison in 

the last days of the month. Speakers at these parades not only decried Germany, but the 

peace movement, which they thought would “turn this county into a German colony,” 

and called upon Wisconsin “to gather up the jewels of her manhood” and defeat these 

threats to America.185 With the organization of the League just getting underway, the 
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question whether the United States would enter the European War reached a crisis 

point, bringing yet even more attention to Wisconsin and its national representatives. 

*** 

 “It is to be war with Germany.” With this statement several Wisconsin 

newspapers informed their readers that on Friday, March 30, 1917, President Wilson 

with the unanimous support of his cabinet had decided to go to war with the German 

empire. In his announcement, Wilson made clear that he thought Germany had already 

gone to war with the United States by 1) taking more than 240 American lives on the 

high seas; 2) destroying American ships; 3) attempting plots that had caused millions of 

dollars’ worth of damage; and 4) attempting to conspire with Mexico and Japan to 

destroy the United States.186 Over the weekend he prepared a speech asking Congress to 

support him in this decision, which he gave on Monday, April 2. The next few days 

would be climactic ones for the country and Wisconsin. Efforts by the state’s 

preparedness advocates who supported Wilson’s decision and those who opposed it 

came to a climax when both sides worked to win the hearts and minds of Wisconsin’s 

citizens. 

In anticipation of the president’s announcement, a handful of Wisconsin cities 

held patriotic meetings the night of March 30. Grand Rapids’ Daily Leader reported 

that the “city thrilled with patriotism” when nearly two thousand people turned out to 

hear supporters of Wilson. They ended the mass meeting by resolving to “stand firmly 

with the president of the United States in any and all measures which he may see fit to 
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adopt in this present crisis.”187 On the same day, Eau Claire held a patriotic meeting that 

the Eau Claire Leader made clear “was not one of these rabid red-fire affairs” but a 

sober gathering of citizens concerned about the future. Mayor J.E. Barron asked his 

listeners to provide unqualified support to the president and reminded them “that 

patriotism is the spark of national honor and the shield of personal safety.” The main 

speaker of the evening, Arthur B. Doe of Milwaukee, made a strong plea for 

preparedness and shared concern that Japan, “the most treacherous and untrustworthy 

[nation] on the globe,” could combine with Mexico to “come up the Mississippi valley 

and cut the country in two.” The audience, after Doe’s speech, willingly adopted a pledge 

of loyalty to the president and an urgent plea for preparedness.188 

The following evening, eleven heads of large manufacturing firms in Milwaukee, 

eight of whom had German roots, gathered to adopt a pledge of loyalty and support to 

the federal government and to make their factories available as needed to the nation’s 

leaders. The Milwaukee Journal, which continued to be a leading voice in the 

preparedness movement, practically glowed with approval when it stated this act “will 

offset the false opinion held of Milwaukee by those who have heard disloyal words, have 

read of disloyal acts and disgraceful votes and have believed that these were true results 

of German-American spirit and attitude.” The Journal editors also noted that military 
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enlistment in Milwaukee had exceeded expectations and that newspapers around the 

country had taken note. They beamed with pride that these businessmen, along with the 

boys of Milwaukee, were demonstrating their intent to “stand by America.”189 

Not all of Wisconsin’s cities and towns eagerly embraced a pending war with 

open arms. Monroe in Green County near the Illinois state line, for example, as well as 

Manitowoc and Sheboygan, both on the banks of Lake Michigan, decided to hold 

unofficial referendums asking voters “Shall the United States enter the European War?” 

During the month of March, Representative John J. Esch had received letters from a 

handful of Wisconsinites, including Socialist Victor Berger, urging him to support a 

nationwide referendum along these lines with the hope that Wilson and Congress would 

learn how the majority of voting Americans felt about entering the war.190 With Wilson 

on the verge of sending Americans into the midst of European hostilities, residents of 

these three cities took matters into their own hands. Manitowoc held its referendum 

vote on Saturday, March 31, while Monroe and Sheboygan held theirs on Tuesday, April 

3. The outcomes were all the same, between 90 and 98 percent of the voters replied, No, 

the United States should not enter the European War.  

 Preparedness advocates worried that the results of these referendums would feed 

the perception that Wisconsin was a state filled with unpatriotic pacifists and pro-
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German sympathizers. They called on the loyal and patriotic citizens of these towns to 

protest the votes or realize that the rest of the world would assume they all spoke in one 

voice, the voice of “those who put Germany before their own country.”191 The Milwaukee 

Journal editors looked to expose those behind the referendums and demonstrate that 

the balloting was not supported by patriotic Americans. In Manitowoc they learned that 

the city’s Daily News, which they described as “a pro-German paper,” had conducted 

the vote and that the vote’s organizer Otto Geussenhainer defended it by stating, “The 

slaughter of 100,000 men in war will not avenge the lives of 200 people [Those lost on 

the high seas.].”192 In Monroe, the Journal editors discovered Green County judge and 

active Socialist John M. Becker had led the call for an “anti-war referendum” with 

support from pro-German and pacifist propagandists who distributed literature to 

voters.193 While the Milwaukee Journal editors did not publish the names of those who 

held the Sheboygan vote, they did describe those seen at the polling places as “almost 

entirely German sympathizers and ‘peace-at-any-cost’ propagandists.” The Journal also 

noted that significant numbers of women voted in the Manitowoc and Sheboygan 

elections, supposedly skewing the results. On the other hand, a representative of the 

Sheboygan Association of Commerce noted that few businessmen voted, since they saw 

it as unnecessary and meaningless.194  

At 11:00 am on April 3rd, Sheboygan’s referendum committee called off the vote 

due to the realization that Congress was about to declare war on Germany. Their 

decision may have also been influenced by the eleven secret service men who had 
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arrived in Sheboygan the week before to begin surveillance of the town’s German-

American citizens, especially those who had spoken out against Wilson and the United 

States government or as the Sheboygan Press described them, those “who it was alleged 

have let their love for the Fatherland smother their loyalty to the country of their 

adoption.” According to the Milwaukee Journal, the secret service men remained in 

Sheboygan to monitor the outcome of the vote.195 Since 98 percent of those who voted 

chose not to go to war with Germany, ending the referendum and removing voters from 

potential surveillance probably made sense to the referendum committee. News of these 

anti-war votes did make it into the North American press reinforcing Wisconsin’s issue 

with loyalty. The Winnipeg Free Press, for example, noted that in Sheboygan, “one of 

the most Germanic cities in Wisconsin,” the town’s “hyphenates” had voted against the 

war.196 

The day after Monroe and Sheboygan’s votes, Wisconsin’s preparedness 

advocates had another reason to fear the state would be further stained with the stamp 

of disloyalty when Senator La Follette railed against Wilson’s request to go to war 

against Germany in a four-hour speech on the senate floor. The senator began by 

reading excerpts from the fifteen thousand pieces of correspondence he had received 

regarding the war (noting that 90 percent supported his views), including telegrams 

from officials in Monroe and Sheboygan letting him know the outcome of their 

referendums. La Follette went on to describe a “new spirit of intolerance that has been 

bred in [and through] the press…within the last few months that challenges the right of 

any man to utter his independent judgment on a question vital…to the people of this 
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nation.” The senator worried that this vocal and intimidating pro-war rhetoric kept the 

majority of Americans from speaking out against preparedness advocates and their 

hawkish demands. 

La Follette spent most of his thirty-two-page speech chastising Wilson and 

Congress for not practicing a true neutrality—of, in effect, favoring Britain and her allies 

over Germany. In the concluding pages of his address, he called this inability to be 

neutral the “administration’s fatal mistake,” one that had led the United States to 

declare war unnecessarily. “We should not seek to hide our blunder behind the smoke of 

battle,” La Follette declared, or “to inflame the mind of our people by half truths into the 

frenzy of war.” He went on to appeal to a definition of patriotism not supported by most 

of Congress, when he added, “I do not believe that our national honor is served by such 

a course. The right way is the honorable way.”197 As he finished, the Wisconsin senator 

stood in silence with tears running down his face. A sympathetic observer believed his 

grief and anger seemed “like that of a person who had failed to keep his child from doing 

itself irreparable harm.”198 Others were not so kind. Mississippi senator John Sharp 

Williams, who immediately followed La Follette, assailed his speech as pro-German, 

“anti-resident, anti-congress and anti-American.”199 Few loyalists would forget La 

Follette’s decision to defend Germany’s belligerent actions against America during the 

bitter senatorial debate. 
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Later the same day, Senator Paul Husting helped vindicate Wisconsin in the eyes 

of preparedness movement advocates when he not only denounced La Follette and other 

“pacifists” in his speech, “War with Germany,” but reaffirmed the state’s loyalty and 

honor. Husting began by emphasizing the strong allegiance the Wisconsin people had to 

the United States, despite La Follette’s embarrassing actions and the anti-war votes held 

in Sheboygan and Monroe the day before. He dismissed these referendums as ones “not 

held under the auspices of civil authority,” but instead “personally conducted as a rule 

by German sympathizers,” adding “the citizens who support the Government refused to 

take part.”200 After this introduction, the bulk of his speech focused on the ways 

Germany had abused the good will of the United States and explained the logical 

reasons for America’s participation in the war, while also rejecting pro-German 

arguments and reminding listeners of American values. He ended his oration by 

declaring, “I am going to vote for the pending joint resolution [to go to war with 

Germany],” as a way to “impress Germany with the thought that this powerful country 

was ready, prepared, and determined to use all of its power and might to protect our 

honor and our rights.”201  

With this speech Husting cemented his position as Wisconsin’s loyalist senator 

and gained the unqualified support of Wisconsin’s preparedness advocates and future 

hyperpatriots. His star had been on the rise since the patriotic meeting in Milwaukee on 
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March 17. Many of the letters he received after that meeting acknowledged his new role 

as the face of Wisconsin patriotism and loyalty. In one, a Madison resident wrote 

Husting, “May I not congratulate you on your good American speech at Milwaukee the 

other night. I am glad that Wisconsin has one Senator who is single minded and who 

refuses to truckle.”202 Another supporter sent Husting a newspaper clipping written by 

William D. Hoard, editor and publisher of the Jefferson County Union (Fort Atkinson), 

who responded to Husting’s Milwaukee performance with the following, “Rising like a 

mountain over a molehill [referring to La Follette]…was the inspiring speech of Senator 

Husting. We wish to apologize to Senator Husting for our previous disbelief in his 

fitness to fill the place of a loyal representative of Wisconsin in the United States 

Senate…Hats off to Senator Husting for this bugle blast of straight truth.”203 On the day 

Wilson asked Congress to declare war, a Tigerton, Wisconsin, lawyer wanted to express 

his pleasure “that we have one Senator at least that we know will support the President 

in standing for the honor of these United States, regardless of petty politics, and without 

regard for the German vote.”204 

On April 4, when the Senate voted on Wilson’s resolution that a state of war 

existed between Germany and the United States, Senator Husting sided with the 

president, as he had pledged he would, and Senator La Follette, as expected, did not. 

The final Senate tally came to 82 to 6 with the majority supporting an American role in 

the European war. The House of Representatives held its vote at 3 am on April 6 with a 
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similar result (373 to 50). To the dismay of Wisconsin’s loyalists, nine of the state’s 

eleven U.S. representatives had not supported the resolution. With 75 percent (10 out of 

13) of Wisconsin’s national legislators opposing Wilson’s request to go to war, a fear 

grew among these patriots that the perception of the state’s disloyalty would increase 

exponentially. Members of the Wisconsin Defense League knew they had to take action 

and their number one goal became to oust as many of these ten disloyal representatives 

as they could and replace them with loyal ones. Despite their concerns, the nine 

Wisconsin members of the House of Representatives immediately accepted the new 

reality and made every effort to support the war effort. Senator La Follette, however, 

continued to question and speak out against the sagacity and morality of America’s role 

in the European War, making him the League’s number one target. 

In the first week of April 1917, Wisconsin’s patriots had to endure another 

moment of shame, which, in national eyes, helped brand Wisconsin as disloyal yet 

again. On April 7, 1917, the day after Congress voted to go to war, the Socialist party had 

planned a conclave in St. Louis, Missouri, to discuss the war issue, not anticipating that 

the matter would come to a congressional vote before its members met. Despite 

knowing the outcome, a conclave committee led in part by Victor Berger, former U.S. 

congressman from the state, and editor of the Milwaukee Leader (a Socialist 

newspaper), still decided to draft an anti-war report denouncing Wilson and Congress’s 

move as “a crime of our capitalist class against the people of the United States and 

against the nations of the world.” Convention attendees approved the committee’s 

report, which also called for active opposition to the war. Later, a national referendum 
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saw it pass by a three-to-one margin.205 With this statement, the Socialist party in 

America went on record against the war and Victor Berger from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 

became known as a leader in the decision-making process. 

As the possibility of war became more likely, Wisconsin Governor Emanuel 

Philipp moved from strongly supporting neutrality to believing America had good 

reasons to consider Germany a belligerent. Once Congress declared war, Philipp stood 

firmly behind the decision and spoke out in defense of America’s participation. In a 

typical speech, he declared that the American flag had never “left our shores for any 

selfish purpose. Whenever we have engaged in war it has been for the purpose of 

establishing some great human right in the interest of humanity.” He emphasized the 

reasons Americans were going to war would not “bring either money or other material 

wealth to us.” We only ask, he concluded, “that the smaller nations of Europe be 

permitted to exist” and that Germany not be destroyed.206 Largely wishful thinking, he 

consistently defended America’s role for these reasons in both public and private 

statements throughout the war. 

Despite Philipp’s support of America’s entrance into the European War, within a 

week of the congressional vote he provided yet another reason for the rest of the country 

to question Wisconsin’s loyalty. The governor had been appalled by Wilson’s decision, 

after war had been declared, to create an army by conscription, so on April 10 he sent a 

telegram to the president and Wisconsin’s U.S. senators and representatives announcing 
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his belief that such a conscription plan would “be unnecessary and unwise for the 

present.” Instead Philipp supported a volunteer army believing it would 1) have a better 

spirit, 2) leave a better feeling at home, 3) help raise troops more promptly, 4) create a 

patriotic class that would visibly show its love for country, and finally, 5) acknowledge 

that America’s best citizens preferred to volunteer than be forced into military service.207 

 Newspapers around the country published Philipp’s telegram in their next day’s 

edition and the governor became another example of a disloyal elected representative 

from Wisconsin. Wisconsin’s war supporters immediately let Philipp know of their 

displeasure. George Gray of Fond du Lac sent a letter to Philipp the next day offering the 

opinion that “The Kaiser certainly has a bunch of friends in poor old Wisconsin.” A 

Milwaukee correspondent agreed, “If I did not know you as I do, I would take it for 

granted that you want to aid the Kaiser by indefinitely postponing the job of raising an 

army.” Herbert Laflin, also of Milwaukee, agreed and described Philipp’s action “as 

another smirch…upon the banner of this state.” 208  

     *** 

As so many of Wisconsin’s elected officials piled disgrace on top of discredit on 

top of smirch, leading to a perceived national belief that Wisconsin had a loyalty 

problem, the state senators’ reaction to the young, inexperienced Socialist Senator 

Frank Raguse on April 26 (mentioned at the beginning of this chapter) makes more 
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sense. The young senator’s seditious words and Socialist leanings combined with his 

lack of power and position set him up to be the perfect scapegoat. With his sacrifice on 

the altar of patriotism, Wisconsin’s senators probably hoped they would be able to 

redeem both the state and its elected officials. Newspapers around the country did take 

notice. News of Raguse’s ouster appeared in papers as far away as California and 

Connecticut, usually with a tone of approbation.209 Closer to home, the Racine Journal 

News spoke approvingly of the “renewed evidence” of the state legislators’ excellence by 

showing that “Disloyalty is not to be countenanced in the state’s legislative chambers.”  

His ouster demonstrated, they believed, that, “When comes the hour for real devotion to 

country—for fealty to its institutions—for defense of its rights—no state in the Union will 

offer in defense of the United States a more genuine loyalty nor a better manhood than 

will Wisconsin.”210 For a short time, at least, Wisconsin would be vindicated. 

Raguse’s punishment did not end with his expulsion from the Wisconsin Senate 

chambers. His enemies, avowed patriots, actively suppressed any attempt by Raguse to 

redeem himself or return to politics over the next year. Shortly after returning to 

Milwaukee, Raguse volunteered to be a soldier in the U.S. Army. Although physically fit, 

the local enlistment office labelled him “conscience and morally unfit” and believed he 

would be a poor defender of the flag. As a result, they denied him a chance to prove his 

patriotism through military service.211 Several months later Raguse attempted to run in 

the reelection for his senate seat, as he promised he would. Possibly worried that the 
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ousted senator could win, Wisconsin’s attorney general soon ruled that Raguse, because 

he had been dismissed on a charge related to disloyalty, would not be allowed to take his 

seat if reelected.212 The Socialist party ran another candidate in his place, but lost to the 

loyalist candidate, Louis Fons, a Republican, who ran on an “America First” platform.213 

Raguse experienced retribution for his words not only from officials, but also 

from Wisconsin’s citizenry. In March 1918 he attempted to campaign for the Socialist 

candidate running for U.S. Senator in Dane County in south central Wisconsin. After 

being recognized in Stoughton, cadets from the local high school ran him down, seized 

and burned his pamphlets, and called the chief of police, who briefly held him in 

custody.214 A few days later, “loyal citizens” in Sun Prairie drove him out of town when 

he was discovered going house to house with Socialist campaign material. Afraid of 

being physically attacked, Raguse asked for protection from the local marshal, who took 

him to Madison, where he was released with the threat that “his actions would be 

watched.”215 

 Raguse never returned to politics. After the war, he trained as a welder and 

worked in his brother’s shop in Rockford, Illinois. In 1922 his life changed for the worse, 

when an explosion of carbide seared out both his eyes, blinding him. Raguse learned to 

deal with his new disability at Janesville’s school for the blind and then found a job 

working at a small candy store in Milwaukee. He did not last long at this job and, 

overwhelmed by his disability, spent most of his remaining years unemployed. In 1939 
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he moved to East Troy in Walworth County and lived there quietly and forgotten until 

his death in 1966.216   

 To Wisconsin loyalists, Frank Raguse was an “other,” everything they were not: 

German-born, Socialist, poorly educated, a manual laborer, and a threat to American 

patriotism. When he dared to challenge them, he had to be silenced, to be made an 

example so others would not follow him. His successful and complete destruction 

through the use of intimidation, suppression, and manipulation brought the state’s 

patriots national acclaim and sent a strong message to those who sympathized with 

Raguse to keep quiet or experience repercussions. Raguse’s expulsion and subsequent 

humiliations also created a precedent for how those who confronted the state’s self-

defined patriots with “traitorous” words and actions, deemed a threat to the country at 

that time of crisis, would be treated. 

 Wisconsin’s loyalists had first solidified their identity as preparedness advocates, 

a small minority of the state’s population, who eventually supported going to war 

against Germany. Once war with the Kaiser’s army became a reality, they morphed into 

superpatriots, those who placed unquestioned love of the United States above all else. As 

long as the war raged in Europe, their numbers grew throughout Wisconsin. The 

primary goal of these newly-empowered patriots became salvaging the state’s patriotic 

reputation in the national eye. To do this successfully they needed to bring Victor Berger 

and Robert La Follette to task. Both men, however, continued to have supporters and 
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were not as easily threatened as Frank Raguse, which made them hard to control, 

manipulate, and suppress. Over the next year, the enemies of Berger and La Follette 

spent a significant amount of effort discrediting them, ruining their reputations, 

destroying their careers—anything to prevent these unpatriotic representatives of 

Wisconsin from doing more damage. While this battle raged, Wisconsin’s superpatriots 

still had a number of hurdles to overcome. During the summer and fall of 1917, events 

seemed to conspire against them, keeping the question of Wisconsin’s loyalty open. 
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Chapter 3: Wisconsin Becomes the Traitor State, April-October 1917 

But for God’s sake save the reputation of Wisconsin! Remember, too, in all your 
devotions, to thank the freeman’s God that we have Paul Husting in the United States 

senate.217   
Ellis B. Usher, Daily Northwestern (Oshkosh), April 7, 1917 

 

 As Wisconsin’s loyalty came under attack, the state’s patriots knew they had a 

strong national advocate in junior senator Paul O. Husting. He solidified this position 

and acquired a national following after he gave his “War on Germany” speech on April 4, 

1917. Newspapers from Massachusetts to California shared excerpts of his speech with 

their readers, emphasizing the quotations that spoke of Husting’s distrust of hyphenates 

(German-Americans) and pacifists.218 His most widely published quotation, even 

appearing in the New York Times, lashed out against pro-German Americans and began 

with this statement, “Societies and leagues have been formed to exalt everything that is 

German and denounce everything American.” The Times went on to share more of 

Husting’s speech than other newspapers, such as his assertion that America was going 

to war for one reason—the murder in cold blood by the German government of 

“peaceable American citizens engaged in legitimate business.” It also included his 

tendency, along with most hyperpatriots, to conflate pacifism with a lack of masculinity. 

Specifically, he wondered if he had mistaken “the temper of American manhood and the 

mettle of American citizenship if the prayers for peace are for peace at any price. The 

people want peace, but not at expense of national honor or national safety.”219 With 
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these words hyperpatriots around the country heard their priorities, i.e. national 

security, American honor, and reputable masculinity, prized and perhaps glorified by 

this loyalist Wisconsin senator.  

Husting’s early life did not hint of the fame he would receive in his early fifties, 

but he did have deep roots in Wisconsin and a connection to one of its forefathers. His 

mother, Mary (Juneau) Husting had been the twelfth born child (out of sixteen) of 

Solomon Juneau, co-founder of Milwaukee and the city’s first mayor. Mary and her 

husband Jean “John” Pierre Husting, an immigrant from Luxembourg, first raised their 

children in Fond du Lac, where Paul was born, before moving the family thirty miles 

south to Mayville in Dodge County, the place Husting considered his hometown. Early 

signs of his ambition appeared in his late teens, when he decided not to be a craftsman 

like his father, a jeweler and watch maker, but to work as a clerk instead. Over the next 

ten years, he clerked for a variety of entities, including the Wisconsin State Prison in 

Waupun. In his mid-twenties he began working as the assistant bookkeeper for Thomas 

J. Cunningham, Wisconsin’s Secretary of State, and this taste of law and politics may 

have influenced his decision to become a lawyer. Cunningham, a Democrat, may also 

have predisposed Husting to join the same party. Husting had been so well-prepared for 

the law, that he entered the University of Wisconsin Law School in 1895 and passed the 

bar a few months later. On completion of his studies, the twenty-nine-year old returned 

to Mayville and opened a law office first with an associate and later one of his brothers. 

 With the beginning of the new century, Husting’s star rose quickly when he was 

elected for a series of increasingly powerful offices. In 1902 he ran for and won the office 

of Dodge County district attorney, a position he held for four years, and in 1906 his 
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district elected him their state senator. In the eight years he held that position, he 

advocated for many bills, including the direct election of United States senators (instead 

of election by the state senate). When the senate passed that bill, Husting ran in the next 

election and became the first United States senator from Wisconsin to be elected by the 

people. His term began in March 1915 and, until he became the face of Wisconsin 

loyalists late in 1916, Husting had a fairly unremarkable career. 

 When Wisconsin found its most popular leader, Senator Robert La Follette, held 

up nationally as the iconic representation of unpatriotic disloyalty, Husting easily 

stepped into the breach. With the specter of La Follette hanging over the state, Husting’s 

constituents lauded him for upholding Wisconsin’s reputation. David Atwood from 

Janesville let him know that while he had differed with him politically, he approved of 

his war vote and speech. Atwood added, “Wisconsin likes a man not a long-tailed rat 

down there in Washington and there is not any need of saying who is the rat.”220 They 

also shared their approval of his “War on Germany” speech, the event that brought him 

into the public eye. Dr. J.S. Hansberry of Wonewoc congratulated the senator for the 

speech’s truth, character, and force.221 While another of Husting’s constituents, William 

A. Hayes of Milwaukee believed he could “compare it with the best efforts of Clay, 

Marcy, Benton, Seward, Sumner and others” and added, “I am not in the least flattering 

you.”222 
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Not everyone in Wisconsin, however, approved of Husting’s approach to the war. 

Burlington (Racine Co.) lawyer E. John Wehmhoff, a son of German immigrants, wrote 

Husting two letters in May letting him know of his unhappiness with the recent turn of 

events. In the first letter, he pled with Husting to only send goods and money to the 

allies, adding that sending troops “will be a calamity!” Of the war, he believed, “We are 

making a mistake and the people have been negligent in not asserting themselves 

before.”223 Thirteen days later, Wehmhoff did assert himself in a much longer second 

letter. In between the two letters, he had read Husting’s “War with Germany” speech 

and found himself unconvinced “even now that it is right that we are at war with 

Germany.” He wondered if his own German ancestry played a role in his thinking and if 

President Wilson had German blood would he have acted differently. He also argued 

that England’s successful propaganda stood behind America’s decision to back the 

Allies. In this letter, Wehmoff provided the senator a peek into the minds of those not 

blindly following Wilson and his loyalist followers, 

The war is not a popular idea with our people here. The volunteering [to be   

in the military] and the war bond subscribing is making this clear to all of us.    

The high moral purpose does not seem to carry through. People still have the 

notion that the war was originally a trade war and that only after the allied    

cause received a set-back were we called in to assist.224 

As with Withrow three months earlier, Husting would not hear of such nonsense. 

He published his lengthy response to Wehmhoff with excerpts appearing in newspapers 

around the Midwest. In it, he wondered if German-American Wehmhoff loved Germany 

more than America and suggested that  

                                                           
223 E. John Wehmhoff (Burlington) to Paul O. Husting, May 3, 1917, POH papers, Box 11, folder 2, WHS. 
224 E. John Wehmhoff to POH, April 16, 1917, POH papers, Box 11, folder 2, WHS. 



107 

 

for the sake of your peace of mind as well as in justice to yourself as an     

American citizen who does not desire his loyalty questioned or to have his 

honorable reputation permanently impaired, you should respect, obey and 

support the mandate of your country in the spirit of true and devoted      

American citizenship.225 

After this public attack, Wehmhoff appears to have gone silent about his concerns and 

feelings regarding the war. 

 Wehmhoff’s letter to Husting was an exception. Most Wisconsinites who wrote 

the senator over the next few months showered him with praise. David Lawson of 

Oshkosh spoke of his “admiration for the man who has the courage of his convictions, 

and whose love of truth and candor leads him to brave the sneers of disloyal ingrates.”226 

F.P Hopkins, a self-described Socialist from Milwaukee, wanted the senator to know 

that he was in his “integrity and ability, a credit to your country, your state, and to 

yourself,” and as a fighter of autocracy, “a true friend to real socialism.”227 Finally, G.E. 

VanderCook, also of Milwaukee, took pride in Husting’s brave stand regarding the war, 

while so many of Wisconsin’s national representatives “truckled to what they considered 

the voting sentiment of the state or acted as pacifists to a condition of perverted 

patriotism.”228 

 To loyalist Wisconsinites, Husting with his strident pronouncements about 

American democracy destroying German autocracy represented the redemption and 

validation of Wisconsin. For members of the Wisconsin Defense League and other 
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Wisconsin superpatriots, Husting became their national voice, one of reason, clarity, 

loyalty, and patriotism. He seemed to be watching out for their best interests in 

Washington, while they took care of loyalty issues back home. Over the next few 

months, Wisconsin hyperpatriots put their ideas into action, teaching other 

Wisconsinites what loyalty looked like and actively discouraging unpatriotic behavior. 

Despite their best efforts, however, prominent Wisconsinites continued to keep the 

question of Wisconsin’s loyalty front and center, so that in the summer of 1917 its 

citizens heard the epithet “Traitor State” for the first time.  

*** 

 In the spring of 1917, Ray Stannard Baker, a muckraking journalist and supporter 

of President Wilson who had grown up in St. Croix Falls (Polk Co.), Wisconsin, visited 

his home state and discovered, to his dismay, a widespread lack of enthusiasm for the 

war effort. He wrote a friend that he found Wisconsin “really the most backward state 

I’ve struck in its sentiment toward the war.”229 Baker did not say what he saw that led 

him to this conclusion, but he was not the only one to notice it. The week after America 

joined the war, professional and business men of Sturgeon Bay decided to organize a 

loyalty parade. The Door County News agreed that a parade could “stir up enthusiasm 

and the proper spirit which appears to be dormant in the city at present.”230 The city’s 

mayor Nathaniel C. Garland also hoped decorating the town with “National colors” and 

having a parade would “send out a message to the world that this part of Wisconsin is 
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loyal to the core.” The day before the parade, Door County Democrat’s editors were 

concerned the city may send the exact opposite message. With American flags only 

flying from a handful of buildings and not “blazon[ed] from every home,” like other 

cities, they worried that visitors would easily question the city’s loyalty. “Old Glory 

should come from obscurity to light,” they demanded of the town’s citizens.231 They need 

not have been concerned. On the day of the parade, “Old Glory greeted a gazer’s eye no 

matter which way he chanced to look.” In the end Door County News’s editors declared 

the event a success and thought citizens could feel proud of such a patriotic 

demonstration.232 Baker may have seen this or one of the other loyalty parades and 

meetings held in Wisconsin during the weeks following America’s entrance into war, 

since he added to the same letter that he detected “strong patriotic fevers also at work” 

in the state.233 

 That patriotic fever Baker spoke of came from followers of Senator Husting, 

members of the Wisconsin Defense League, and others who had supported 

preparedness before the war, but were now changing their message from mobilization to 

patriotism and loyalty. Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots found that besides asking their fellow 

citizens, “Are you a patriotic American?” they also needed to define what that meant. 

Wisconsin historian Paul W. Glad has suggested that they defined loyalty simply as 

fidelity to the United States but added that the Wisconsin Defense League left terms 

imprecise so they could bring a wide range of people into their fold.234 If the League left 
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definitions hazy, others then and since have grappled with what it meant to be a 

patriotic and loyal American during World War I. 

 Historian Merle Curti from the University of Wisconsin has argued that 

patriotism can be “defined as love of country, pride in it, and readiness to make 

sacrifices for what is considered its best interest.”235 What these best interests are has 

been a source of contention throughout American history. As beliefs and values have 

changed over time, American patriotism has been elastic; shaped and molded to fit 

needs and events as necessary. According to Curti, American patriotic thought and 

feeling during World War I centered around a “hatred of an external foe, the association 

of military power with loyalty and devotion to country, and that intensely emotional 

insistence on unity.”236 This form of patriotism, Curti believed, came from a growing 

sense of nationalism that arose during the nineteenth century. Nationalism, he 

suggested, had developed from the belief that “the unified nation is the highest value in 

civilization.”237  

A nation unified in purpose and thought—President Wilson demanded nothing 

less from the American people. When Congress declared war on April 6, 1917, he 

insisted the range of opinions that had previously existed regarding America’s role in the 

European War (neutrality, pacifism, and preparedness) be replaced with cohesive 

support for America’s participation. According to World War I historian David M. 

Kennedy, Wilson had a number of hurdles to overcome to reach this goal of unification 
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“given the conflicting loyalties of America’s diverse accumulation of ethnic groups, and 

given the wrenching departure from usual American diplomacy that entrance into a 

European war constituted.”238 With these realities, Wilson soon concluded that he 

would have to sell the war to Americans at an emotional level by promoting it as a 

crusade for liberal democracy in formerly autocratic countries. To this end, he hired 

George Creel, an advertising executive, to create the Committee of Public Information 

(CPI). Creel’s new agency focused on uniting Americans behind the war effort by 

educating them on the reasons the United States sided with the Allies in the war, while 

simultaneously suppressing anti-war propaganda.  

Creel, Kennedy has suggested, also longed “for a unanimous spirit, for a single 

consensual set of values that would guarantee a social harmony.”239 He planned to reach 

this goal by rallying Americans around Wilson’s passionate plea to make the world safe 

for democracy. Creel had his work cut out for him, especially since he and his staff chose 

to encourage cohesive thought by promoting the United States as the saviors of England 

and France, while demonizing Germany and the other Central Powers. America, 

however, had been created from a polyglot of peoples, including those from the Central 

Powers, and historically had had a weak central government that had done little to 

control American thought or behavior in the past. This sudden shift in policy did not sit 

well with many Americans, so hyperpatriots around the country made it their mission to 

convince those reluctant to embrace Creel’s philosophy to conform to his values or be 

portrayed as allies of the enemy. The Wisconsin Defense League fully supported the 

                                                           
238 David M. Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War and American Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1980), 46.  
239 Kennedy, 63. 



112 

 

CPI’s goals and methods and spread its message of unified patriotism throughout the 

state, using materials provided by the federal agency.  

 To meet the objectives set by the CPI, League members knew they had to 

convince a wide swath of Wisconsinites to drop their notions of pacifism and neutrality 

and become active supporters of America’s role in the new world war. Ellis Usher 

discouraged pacifism by describing pacifists as disloyal, ineffective, cowardly, and 

contemptible and equating them with German sympathizers. More provocatively, he 

saw them as dangerous, “as are all men who skulk in the bushes and shoot braver men 

in the back,” with the potential to “hamstring the government” and “endanger…the lives 

of their loyal neighbors by inviting violence [apparently against themselves].”240 Despite 

Usher’s concerns, most Wisconsinites who had been active pacifists before the war, 

solidly supported the war effort once the United States became a belligerent. Even Julia 

Grace Wales, the most prominent Wisconsin pacifist, embraced patriotism in the early 

months of the war and for the next year and a half urged other pacifists not to become 

“obstructionists” and “to guard themselves absolutely against any anti-war attitude.”241  

Convincing Wisconsinites to drop their support of pacifism proved fairly easy, 

but dislodging the concept of American neutrality turned out to be a more daunting 

task. A majority of Wisconsin citizens had hoped the nation would remain neutral, 

treating the Allies and Central Power countries equally, without entangling itself in the 
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messy European War. When the country did enter the war, neutrality, according to the 

state’s loyalists, had to be thrown aside. Guy D. Goff, an attorney who had been 

appointed special assistant to the U.S. Attorney General, served on the executive 

committee of the Wisconsin Defense League, and was known as an adept orator with “a 

voice of great carrying power,” spent the month of April travelling throughout the state 

giving speeches that dismissed neutrality as a viable option during this time of crisis. At 

an April 27 lecture he gave at a Loyalty Mass Meeting in Sheboygan, Goff declared, 

“There can be no neutrals, only patriots and traitors.”242 A few months later, Julia Grace 

Wales wrote that “neutrality in this war is essentially unsound and that impartial 

judgment must recognize that the international right is more with one side than the 

other.” Being a Canadian and therefore a British subject may have influenced her belief 

that England held the position of moral superiority.243 On May 3, 1917, the Iowa County 

Democrat published a letter written to the editor by Mineral Point surgeon and 

physician Dr. Allen D. Brown. In it he unequivocally stated that neutrality was an 

absolute impossibility when the country was at war. Loyal citizens, he continued, had to 

be willing to do and say things voluntarily and spontaneously that would advance the 

nation’s cause and bring victory nearer. Only this, he believed, could be called 

“American loyalty.”244 

 Although Glad postulated that the Wisconsin Defense League did not define 

patriotism, a number of the state’s hyperpatriots, such as Dr. Brown, did make an effort 

                                                           
242 Wisconsin Defense League (Milwaukee: Wisconsin Defense League, probably June 1917), 14. 
243 Julia Grace Wales to Louis P. Lochner, October 31, 1917, Julia Grace Wales papers, WHS, as quoted in Frooman, 

268. 
244 Allen D. Brown, “Loyalty or Disloyalty?” Iowa County Democrat (Mineral Point), May 3, 1917, 4. 



114 

 

to define loyalty and disloyalty. Of all the voices in Wisconsin, the Milwaukee Journal 

with the support of its owner/editor Lucius Nieman worked hardest at encouraging 

loyalty and unified thought, while concurrently vilifying disloyalty. Nieman had become 

alarmed by the pro-German sentiment of some of his newspaper’s competitors as early 

as February 1916, the month the Milwaukee Journal began its “Campaign for 

Americanism” in an attempt to inspire patriotic feelings within all the city’s citizens and 

to counteract any negative publicity that challenged Milwaukee’s patriotism. An 

example appeared in an April 16, 1917 editorial, in which the paper reminded its readers 

that “This war is a war of the whole nation…It is a war to which we are all committed, 

waged for the safety of us all. Every man who would be a true citizen and not a parasite 

will find his place and his service.”245 The Journal continued in this vein throughout the 

war; actively supporting patriotism and loyalty and denouncing actions the editors 

deemed disloyal. 

 The question soon became how could one tell a true citizen from the disloyal, 

traitorous parasite? Definitions of the latter abounded. Dr. Brown defined disloyalty as 

actions that “hamper your country in any manner” or statements “calculated to 

discourage enlistments or that might inflame intemperate ones to act.” Goff defined him 

as “the man who does not regard the land of his birth or adoption with reverence and 

[who does not] inwardly feel that it is the holiest and the dearest spot on earth, when its 

honor is assailed and its soil threatened with invasion.”246 To be a traitor meant being 

disloyal to a country that, according to Goff in a later speech, “has secured a higher 
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degree of happiness to a greater number of people for a longer period of time” than any 

other form of government ever created.247 To be disloyal, according to the superpatriots, 

meant being a danger to the nation and its citizens. The Racine Journal, for example, 

described disloyal words as acts of personal hostility that exposed their neighbors to 

“rapine and slaughter,” supposedly by the German army!248 

 Wisconsin’s governor Emanuel Philipp did not get caught up in the patriotic 

hyperbole that flourished in the weeks around the time war was declared. He had been a 

supporter of neutrality, but with the war a reality, he turned his actions toward 

systematically setting up a state infrastructure to handle the extra war demands. Within 

a week of April 6, Philipp and the legislature passed legislation establishing the 

Wisconsin Council of Defense, which was modeled on and expected to coordinate with 

the National Council of Defense. The state Council’s many responsibilities focused on 

meeting draft quotas, allocating labor appropriately, and avoiding food and fuel crises. 

Philipp appointed eleven men to serve on the council with Magnus Swenson as its 

leader. To the dismay of the Wisconsin Defense League leaders, not only did the name of 

the new council sound confusingly like their own organization, but none of the council 

members came from their own ranks.  

Throughout the war, Philipp was wary of the hyperpatriotic rhetoric and, 

consequently, refused to let those who spouted it dominate or even coordinate with the 

Council and its members. His view of patriotism did not align with their good or evil 

approach. In a speech much later in the war, Philipp defined his concept of patriotism as 
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a personal responsibility and added “that one patriot is as good as another.” He went on 

to declare, “I will not use my office to break down the people’s constitutional rights, nor 

give way to the demands of those who would wish to abuse citizens of foreign birth or 

extraction, even though they be loyal Americans.”249  

Senator Robert La Follette and prominent Socialist Victor Berger, the primary 

targets of hyperpatriotic rhetoric in Wisconsin, did not show much interest in defining 

patriotism or loyalty. When speaking of what it meant to be American, they focused 

instead on civil rights, especially freedom of speech. To them the allowance and 

performance of the latter was what made an American an American. Just as the United 

States declared war on Germany, this right, among others, came under attack, as the 

overwhelming need for a unified American voice meant that freedom of speech had to 

be repressed. While Wilson and Congress worked on a bill that intended to control 

Americans’ ability to speak out against the war, La Follette and Berger responded by 

denouncing it as a violation of civil rights. The bill, which passed on June 15, 1917 as the 

Espionage Act punished those who interfered with the military, especially the draft, or 

sent treasonous materials through the mail with sentences up to twenty years or fines of 

$10,000. The original version of the act also included a measure censoring the press, but 

after newspaper editors from around the country vehemently protested the measure’s 

inclusion, Congress dropped it from the bill.  

Both La Follette and Berger saw the passage of the Espionage Act as 

unconstitutional and un-American. Shortly after its enactment, La Follette noted the 
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irony that “Under a pretext of carrying democracy to the rest of the world, we have done 

more to undermine and destroy democracy in the United States than it will be possible 

for us as a nation to repair in a generation of time.”250 Berger made a similar statement 

in a letter to the Chicago Examiner where he wrote, “The man who would suppress free 

speech and who advocates press censorship is the most dangerous foe of this country 

because under the pretext of extending democracy in Europe, he is willing to abolish 

democracy at home.”251 To them, those who would suppress free speech and possibly 

muzzle the press were the true unpatriotic traitors.  

Berger would experience that muzzling soon enough, but his first taste of 

repression came on May 23, 1917. On that date, US Secretary of State Robert Lansing 

refused to issue him and two other Socialists passports so they could attend a peace 

conference in Stockholm. An international group of Social Democrats had chosen this 

city, located in a neutral country, to hold a peace conference, where Socialists from all 

the belligerent nations could form a plan that would help end the war. Government 

officials from the Allied countries frowned on this informal diplomacy and saw it as a 

form of meddling. As a result, almost all of them, including those in the United States, 

denied passports to the delegates from their countries. Lansing cited the Logan Act of 

1799, which prohibited unauthorized persons from working with foreign agents on 

controversies that involved the United States, to keep Berger and his compatriots away 

from Stockholm. A few days after receiving the news, Berger went to Washington to 
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plead his case to Lansing, without success. Afterward, he stated to the press, “I am a 

good American and a good socialist also,” and would, therefore, not attempt to find 

another way to go to Stockholm. The three-year imprisonment and $5,000 fine imposed 

by the Logan Act may have deterred him as well. In the end, the Stockholm peace 

conference was never held.252  

Berger had already experienced some negative publicity about his role at the 

Socialist convention in St. Louis, but this experience brought him even more attention. 

The news of Lansing’s rejection of Berger’s request for a passport made its way into the 

national press, which generally chided and derided the Milwaukee Leader editor for his 

purportedly unreasonable request. The Olympia Daily Recorder (Washington), for 

example, spoke of Lansing’s decision with approval remarking that the three delegates 

denied passports, including Berger, who they described as being “accidently elected to 

congress by Milwaukee Germans a few years ago,” were “known to be so pro-German 

that they are nearly anti-American.” The Daily Recorder editor went on to question the 

loyalty of American Socialists and asked its readers to distinguish between the “ravings” 

of the pro-German Berger and “the true socialist.”253  Closer to home, the Eau Claire 

Leader referenced those “true socialists” in an article on the conference (an attempt at 
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peace propaganda by European socialists), when it noted that other, anti-German 

socialists saw the conference as the “Kaiser’s Creation.”254   

This type of rhetoric became more common as efforts to silence those who 

questioned America’s interference in the Great War increased. Wisconsin’s 

hyperpatriots, like others around the country, used President Wilson’s words from his 

April 2 war message that any disloyalty would “be dealt with a firm hand or stern 

repression” to justify their actions.255 In the early weeks of the war, most of this stern 

repression came from government officials. On April 19, the United States Secret Service 

bureau in Milwaukee announced it had a complete list of Waukesha citizens who had 

been heard to give expression to seditious and disloyal statements and warned that their 

words could lead to arrest and imprisonment. The bureau also mentioned that it had 

appointed an unnamed local citizen to report any cases that required attention.256 A few 

days earlier, the Kenosha School District forced Clarence Dodson, a high school junior, 

to apologize for making statements disloyal to the United States government before a 

school assembly. District officials took this action when a significant number of his five 

hundred schoolmates refused to attend class with him. Besides making an abject 

apology, according to the local paper, Dodson also waved an American flag and led the 

school body in singing the “Star Spangled Banner.”257 

Almost from the beginning, government officials encouraged Wisconsinites to 

share information about their potentially traitorous neighbors. By April 10, Dr. Herman 
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F. Prill of Augusta (Eau Claire Co.), Wisconsin, had received a letter from the U.S. 

Attorney General asking him in his role as a pension examiner “to be on the lookout and 

report any disloyal and treasonable acts and utterances.” Uncomfortable with this 

request, Prill wrote his congressman, John J. Esch, with his concerns. Although Esch 

had voted against America’s entrance into the war, a week after Congress’s decision to 

become a belligerent he had already embraced Wilson’s message that every American 

must be completely loyal. In response to Prill, Esch wrote, “Our people should refrain 

from criticism of the government and of Congress, or individual Members thereof” and 

asked Prill to remember “that we are all American citizens who are loyal to our 

government.” In the end, he suggested Prill write directly to the Attorney General about 

his unease with the request.258 Bella Fox of Kaukauna (Outagamie Co.) did not have the 

same reservations as Prill. On April 23, she wrote Senator Husting to let him know that 

she heard from a stage coach driver, who was a young woman and former school 

teacher, that Charles H. Koonz, clerk of the school board in Red Springs, “was a traitor 

of the deepest dye and did not hesitate to make traitorous remarks about this country.” 

Miss Fox, exasperated by the driver’s fear of reporting him because of his position in the 

community, asked Husting to send out a secret service man and catch Koonz in the 

act.259  

Although government agencies, such as the secret service and the U.S. Attorney 

General’s office, began by asking Wisconsinites to assist them in identifying treasonous 
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behavior in others, they soon discovered the consequences of this request. In its May 3, 

1917 edition, the Sturgeon Bay Advocate reported that a local “busybody” had been 

reporting names of “disloyal” Germans in the city to the district attorney. The harassed 

gentlemen resented this “humiliating, irritating, and commiserating annoyance” and 

threatened to sue for libel. The Advocate felt it necessary to remind its readers that the 

Espionage Act, under consideration by Congress, did not support unjust prosecution 

and instead focused on plots, intrigues or acts of violence against the government or 

language that could incite violence.260 

Despite warnings like this one from the Advocate, Wisconsin was rife with 

busybodies eager to search out and persecute traitorous and treasonous behavior. The 

Milwaukee Journal easily surpassed all others in this effort. From the beginning of the 

war, its mission focused on identifying and reporting traitorous and treasonous 

behavior and language. The National German-American Alliance became one of its first 

targets. Although the newspaper frequently spoke with pride of the obvious loyalty 

Milwaukee’s German-American citizens displayed, it believed the Alliance had a long 

record “of flagrant and continuous disloyalty to the nation.”261 The German-American 

Alliance had been founded as a national federation for all German-American 

organizations in 1901 and received a national charter from Congress in 1907. Its 

purpose, according to its constitution, included bringing together American citizens of 

German descent “for the protection of the German element against ‘nativistic’ attacks 

and for the promotion of sound, amicable relations between America and the old 
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German fatherland.”262 The founders considered prohibition, women’s suffrage, and 

immigration restrictions among the most concerning of these “attacks.”  

As the war in Europe got underway, members of the Alliance spoke out against 

British imperialism, while also stressing the importance of maintaining German culture 

in the United States. On November 22, 1915, Charles J. Hexamer of Milwaukee, 

president of the German-American Alliance, declared, “We will not permit our kultur of 

two thousand years to be trodden down in this land…No one will find us prepared to 

step down to a lesser Kultur; no, we have made it our aim to draw the other up to us.”263 

With statements like this, by 1917, according to German-American historian Frederick 

C. Luebke, the German-American Alliance “had come to symbolize for the American 

people all that was arrogant and distasteful about German ethnocentrism.”264 The 

Milwaukee Journal completely concurred, describing the organization as “the foe of 

America” and its leaders, like Hexamer, as “a menace to the United States.” It urged 

Congress to revoke the Alliance’s charter and eliminate this scourge from American 

society.265 The Alliance eventually succumbed to the pressure and disbanded in April 

1918. Three months later, Congress, after holding hearings on the matter, repealed the 

charter of the now non-existent organization. 
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The German-American Alliance may have been an early and easy target, but the 

Milwaukee Journal spent much of 1917 going after what it perceived to be widespread 

disloyalty and un-American behavior throughout the Milwaukee school system. Early 

inklings of a problem appeared in an article on the front page of the May 15, 1917 issue. 

The Journal reported, first, that Assistant Superintendent of Schools A.E. Kagel had 

accused teachers of the Forest Home Avenue School of gossiping when they learned a 

German teacher in the school had made a derogatory remark about the flag, and second, 

that talk regarding the unpatriotic statement incident reached the ears of staff at the 

department of justice. Soon after, federal agents descended on the school asking 

questions. The leading agent reported that the accused teacher denied making any 

comments regarding her willingness to salute the flag. In the end, the agents decided to 

drop the matter. The Journal still questioned school officials handling of the case and 

quoted one of the “gossiping” teachers, who said, “Fathers and mothers of this city have 

a right to know whether their children are having American or alien ideas instilled in 

their minds.”266 The Journal staff took her concern seriously, especially when only nine 

days later another teacher allegedly said something even more incendiary.  

In a May 24 editorial, Journal staff warned its readers of “Danger in the Schools.” 

According to the editors, this danger resulted from Milwaukee schoolteachers failing “to 

inculcate in their pupils respect for law and love of country”. To them, one Milwaukee 

teacher, later identified as Mrs. Sonia Sasuly, represented the worst of these offenders. 

Allegedly, she had declared that if anybody decided to blow up Allis-Chalmers, 

Milwaukee’s largest manufacturing plant and a maker of munitions and war materiel, 
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“she would not censure them.” The Journal could not see how a person so unfit to teach 

patriotism or respect for the law could remain in her position. “This teacher,” they 

concluded, “should be summarily dismissed from service.”267 The next day the 

newspaper reported that despite her traitorous remark, the principal at her school had 

recommended Mrs. Sasuly for reappointment.268 The Milwaukee School 

Superintendent, however, disagreed and did not recommend her. The matter eventually 

came before the Milwaukee School Board, which would have the final say in the matter, 

on June 30. The day before, Journal editors worried about the school board’s ability to 

do the right thing, since five of its fifteen members were Socialists and included Meta 

Berger, wife of Victor Berger. “How will the Socialists on the Milwaukee school board 

vote on this question that touches the loyalty and patriotism of Milwaukee?”269 They 

were right to be concerned, since the Socialists on the board did elect to reinstate her; 

however, the majority, who agreed retaining her would be “detrimental to the best 

interests of the schools and the school children,” outvoted them.270 For Milwaukee’s 

hyperpatriots, Mrs. Sasuly’s transgression turned out to be a minor incident in the battle 

for the minds of the city’s schoolchildren.  
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The primary concern of the Milwaukee Journal and the Wisconsin Defense 

League regarding the Milwaukee school system centered on the teaching of German, 

especially to elementary school students. On one hand was Milwaukee’s assistant 

superintendent in charge of foreign languages, Leo Stern, who was also president of the 

German-American Alliance’s Wisconsin branch. The Journal protested his position by 

stating, “his racial [ethnic] political activities alone disqualify him from rendering the 

right kinds of service in the schools.” Milwaukee’s schools, they added, needed to be 

safeguarded from his “un-American interference.”271 On the other hand, was the 

recommendation of the Milwaukee School Principals’ Association, who suggested 

dropping the teaching of German in grades 1-4 and replacing it with “more intensive 

work in the language of America.” Their concern centered around the confusion learning 

a foreign language would cause children, while others argued that eliminating foreign 

languages from the school system would help with Americanization of Milwaukee’s 

immigrant population.272 

To the Journal’s great dismay, the Milwaukee School Board had no interest in 

dismissing Stern. In late June the newspapers editors attempted to bring Stern’s 

transgressions to light. They railed against the Board’s inability to root out un-

Americanism and anti-Americanism in the public schools. Stern’s dismissal would be a 

start, since his ideas about teaching German seemed anathema to the war effort. In 

1914, Stern had sought to strengthen the teaching of German and to support institutions 

where German teachers trained in an attempt to “foster German idealism and inculcate 
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it in the minds and hearts of their students.” Instead of dismissing Stern for such 

pronouncements, the Journal reported, the School Board actually raised his salary in 

1916.273  

Leo Stern did partially acquiesce to demands about removing German from the 

school system and suggested that the Board eliminate the teaching of German from the 

two lower grades, which it agreed to do. The Journal editors were apoplectic. With 

American blood being poured out on the soil of France so that German ideas would not 

“dominate all mankind,” with American manhood arrayed on the battlefields of Europe 

against the “German idea,” the Milwaukee School Board only eliminated German in first 

and second grade. Do they not know there will be a day of reckoning for this laxity? Do 

they not know “that this is America”? The problem, they later clarified, was not with the 

German language per se, since they recognized the “intellectual and spiritual wealth” in 

German literature; it was with the teachers.274 Quoting an unnamed Milwaukee citizen, 

they alerted their readers to the reality that “teachers of German are generally 

propagandists who are eternally pushing the interests of a foreign country and deriding 

the principles of America.” By continuing to teach German, the Milwaukee School Board 

aided and abetted those who supported the existence of a “German Kultur-politik” in the 

United States.275 Another anonymous writer of a letter to the Journal editor summed up 

the issue at hand:  

One thing is certain, we do not want kaiserism to reign in this country,  
and the sooner we eliminate the study of all the foreign languages from  
all the grades, the better. Teach the English language only, and teach it 
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thoroughly. Let the teachers give all the time allowed for teaching foreign 
languages to improve the children’s handwriting, figures, reading and  
speaking.276 

This attack on the teaching of German meant that seven thousand fewer 

elementary students studied the language in the fall of 1917 than had in the spring. In 

October the School Board adopted a proposal that put the final nail in the coffin of 

German language studies in Milwaukee, when it agreed that only one foreign language 

would be taught at each school and if less than half the students in the school enrolled in 

those classes, the courses would be discontinued. Milwaukee’s school superintendent 

also asked that teachers stop speaking in German on playgrounds and that all German 

“war” songs be removed from songbooks. By the spring of 1919 only four hundred 

Milwaukee schoolchildren chose to enroll in German language classes.277  

Throughout the spring and summer of 1917, Wisconsin hyperpatriots made every 

effort to combat the idea that Wisconsin was filled with disloyal citizens. First, they 

attempted, primarily through the offices of the Wisconsin Defense League, to educate 

Wisconsinites about the meaning of patriotism and loyalty during wartime and to 

promote a patriotic attitude toward the war effort. At the same time League members 

and others began suppressing perceived disloyalty, primarily with words and threats, 

not actual violence. Despite these efforts, Wisconsin continued to stumble in the eyes of 

other Americans and reports of the state’s deep problems with patriotism still haunted 

the state’s superpatriots. 
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                                                             *** 

The next embarrassment came in the middle of June 1917, when the state learned 

it fell $10 million short of its quota for the First Liberty Bond drive. The Milwaukee 

Journal acknowledged the issue within days of the drive’s conclusion in an editorial that 

scolded those bankers who had been reluctant to sell bonds or were “distinctly hostile” 

to the idea. Bankers who had not met their quota argued that they did not feel 

comfortable asking patrons of German descent to purchase bonds. The Journal 

responded by questioning their patriotism and intelligence, “The man…who has been 

made to believe that he must go cautiously in standing by America’s cause in this war 

has been fooled.”278 Ten days later, J.R. Wheeler, president of the Wisconsin Bankers’ 

Association, used much harsher language in a speech at a bankers’ convention, 

suggesting those who been afraid to sell bonds “were guilty of cowardice bordering on 

treason.” He continued, “The excuse offered that those institutions were in communities 

where a majority of the people were not in sympathy with the war is no excuse at all.” 

Wheeler concluded that “many banks did not understand their duty” despite receiving 

materials educating them about the bond drive and suggested, “too much printed matter 

goes into the waste basket” before the valuable had been sorted from the worthless.279   

Most Wisconsinites, not just the state’s bankers, did not grasp the value, 

meaning, and purpose of the Liberty Bonds during this first drive. Before World War I 

very few Americans had ever purchased bonds of any kind and most had no idea how 

they worked. Several government agencies, but especially the Committee on Public 
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Information, sought to educate the public about bonds through a variety of mass media. 

From this effort, Americans learned that they were lending the United States money and 

would receive interest on the bonds between 3.5 and 4.5 percent every six months. 

Treasury Secretary William G. McAdoo deliberately set the interest rate below going 

rates at the time, since he believed the purchasing of them should be more a patriotic 

duty than a money-making proposition for the buyer. Unlike World War II when bonds 

were always available, during World War I there would be five bond drives held at 

specific times and usually lasting three to four weeks. Four of the drives occurred during 

the war, two in 1917 and two in 1918, and a fifth, the Victory Liberty Loan, was held 

approximately six months after the war ended in 1919. Each of the five bond drives was 

oversubscribed (i.e. more bonds were purchased than were offered), but not every state 

met its subscription quota for each drive. 

Liberty Bonds had been the brainchild of McAdoo, who devised a plan to use 

them in the first weeks of April 1917. McAdoo chose selling stamps and bonds to raise 

funds for the war effort over taxation after reviewing how the United States had raised 

money in previous wars. He had been particularly struck by Civil War-era Treasury 

Secretary Samuel Chase’s failure to make a direct appeal to the public. Learning from 

this gaffe, McAdoo created his own philosophy: “Any great war must necessarily be a 

popular movement. It is a kind of a crusade, and, like all crusades, it sweeps along on a 
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powerful stream of romanticism.  Chase did not attempt to capitalize the emotion of the 

people.”280 

McAdoo would not make the same mistake and, from the beginning, decided to 

use patriotic emotion to fill the Treasury’s coffers. As he wrote years later, “We 

capitalized the profound impulse called patriotism. It is the quality of coherence that 

holds a nation together; it is one of the deepest and most powerful of human 

motives.”281 In the end, the Liberty Bond drives proved to be enormously successful. 

This achievement could not have occurred without the efforts of hyperpatriots around 

the country, including those who were members of the Wisconsin Defense League and 

county Councils of Defense. 

  At first McAdoo had planned to enthusiastically market the Liberty Bonds to the 

general public, hoping to cut inflation by asking Americans to use their savings and non-

subsistence money to buy them, thereby cutting back on demand for consumer 

products. But at the last minute he changed his mind. He feared the public would not 

purchase enough bonds and decided to focus on bank borrowing instead. During the 

first drive, banks did not appear interested in bonds offered at 3.5 percent. This 

surprised McAdoo because he had tried to make them attractive in other ways, including 

having them be tax exempt, allowing them to be purchased on an installment plan with 

only 2 percent required at purchase, and making them convertible into future issues 

with higher interest rates. With a week left in the first bond drive, McAdoo feared that 
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the basic need of $2 billion would not be raised, but then banks and businesses around 

the country made an extra effort to make money available to their stockholders, so they 

could buy bonds. By June 15, when the bond drive ended, over $3 billion had been 

raised with the Treasury accepting its original offering of $2 billion (Subscribers who 

had purchased over $10,000 worth of bonds were asked to cut back their 

subscriptions.). 

In Wisconsin the state Council of Defense, headed by Magnus Swenson, assumed 

responsibility for the Liberty Loan drives, although patriotic organizations like the 

Wisconsin Defense League also encouraged the purchasing of Liberty Bonds. Shortly 

after the First Liberty Bond drive began on May 14, Swenson experienced push-back 

from bankers not eager to invest in a low-interest product or, as mentioned above, 

unwilling to promote them in communities with large German populations. News of this 

hesitation made the front page of Forward, a state government publication. In 

response, F.R. Hughes, secretary to a Chippewa Falls businessmen’s association, wrote 

to the Council, “I was almost ashamed to read it; and then to think that these banks 

were from Wisconsin, the greatest state in the Union.” He added, “For Heaven’s Sake, 

send some of these slackers up here till we show them what real bankers do for their 

country.”282 Swenson was not pleased with these alleged “slackers” either and his office 

sent out a flurry of threatening letters to bankers around the state. On May 23, 1917, for 

example, Swenson wrote Louis Schriber, cashier for the Old National Bank in Oshkosh, 

that he had heard banks in Schriber’s city had “taken concerted actions discouraging the 
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buying of the Government Liberty Bonds. We should like to know what the facts are 

before we call the attention of the Federal authorities to this matter.” Mr. Schriber 

responded that he was shocked to read the contents of Swenson’s letter and the Council 

could be assured that the Oshkosh banks were “doing all they can to further the sale of 

these bonds.”283 

When the Council of Defense spoke of “Federal authorities,” they were referring 

to the Federal Reserve Bank. The Treasury had divided the country into twelve districts, 

and Wisconsin was split between two of them. Forty-five southern counties fell into the 

Seventh District with headquarters in Chicago; the remaining twenty-six northern 

counties belonged to the Ninth District with headquarters in Minneapolis. Oshkosh fell 

into the Seventh District, so its banks would have been reported to the Federal Reserve 

in Chicago. 

Not all bankers sent letters by Swenson responded as reassuringly as Mr. 

Schriber. Shortly before the second loan began, Swenson sent the Chili State Bank of 

Chili (Clark Co.) a letter telling them the Council’s records did not show the bank 

subscribing to any bonds during the first loan and wondered if they made a mistake. Mr. 

Sawyer, the Chili Bank cashier, returned the letter with a harsh annotated note, “Is this 

all B.S.? or doesn’t [the] Fed. Reserve Bank of [Chicago] keep any records?” Henry Burd, 

assistant secretary of Wisconsin’s Council, responded, “The annotation you made on our 
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letter…is interesting but not very illuminating.” Eventually the Council learned that the 

Chili State Bank had purchased $1500 in bonds.284  

While the Council of Defense went after bankers to buy Liberty Bonds, volunteer 

organizations put pressure on their members to do so as well. Mary Mariner, chairman 

of the National League for Woman’s Service in Wisconsin (NLWS) and the League of 

Patriotic Women of Milwaukee, for example, wrote a letter announcing that the NLWS 

Board had decided “it was our patriotic duty to do all in our power to assist in the sale of 

Liberty Bonds” and asked each member to pledge selling two $50 bonds by the first 

loan’s closing date on June 15, 1917. Mariner reminded her readers, “Without the 

Liberty Loan, the Government cannot prosecute this war for freedom, democracy and 

liberty. Without it there can be no overwhelming victory, no speedy termination of 

carnage and destruction.” She concluded by stating, “We cannot talk patriotism and do 

nothing more.”285  

Around the same time, Wheeler Bloodgood, as chairman of the Wisconsin 

Defense League, sent out a letter to League members urging them to form “Liberty Loan 

Clubs” in the schools, factories, churches, fraternal societies and other “natural social 

units” in their communities. These clubs would encourage those enrolled to save pre-

specified sums, which would eventually be invested in the Liberty Loan. Local bankers 

would work with these clubs to help finance the purchase of the bonds. Bloodgood 

began his request by noting that “lending to liberty is planting freedom our children will 
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reap,” but to not do so will “give aid and comfort to the enemy.”286 Although not a club, 

Wisconsin State Capitol employees did have a Liberty Loan committee, which intended 

to secure a hundred per cent subscription rate among those working at the State Capitol. 

Its chairman sent a letter two days before the loan closed reminding Capitol employees 

that buying bonds was their patriotic duty. He also, as added pressure to those he 

believed slacking in this duty, attached a list of employees who had subscribed with the 

amounts they had pledged.287  

Despite all these efforts, combined with the Federal Reserve Bank sending forty 

agents to Wisconsin where they encouraged state banks to participate and generally 

promoted the sale of Liberty Bonds,288 Wisconsin found itself $10 million short of its 

quota. The Treasury Department had expected Wisconsin to raise $44.1 million, but the 

state only cleared $34.3 million. Of the forty-five Wisconsin counties in the Seventh 

District, three made or surpassed their quotas (Kenosha, Milwaukee, and Racine), while 

two (Adams and Waushara) raised less than 10 percent of their allotment. Taken 

together Wisconsin’s Seventh District raised 77.8 percent of its quota.289 The twenty-six 

counties in the Ninth District did much worse. Although three counties went over 100 

percent (Ashland, Lincoln, and Oneida), overall the district raised a pitiful 42 percent of 
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its quota.290 The state’s Liberty Loan performance worried Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots, 

but at the time, this deficiency was not an acute concern because the general public was 

only mildly aware of the loan and other states had also not met their quota. Still it was 

another stain on Wisconsin’s reputation.  

While Wisconsin may have come up short in the first Liberty Loan drive, the 

state, to the surprise of many, did go “over the top” with draft registration. In the first 

weeks of April, Governor Philipp had asked President Wilson to support a volunteer 

army in order to avoid a draft, bringing more derision to the state, as mentioned in 

chapter two. Wilson, who did not believe enough men could be raised through 

volunteering, dismissed Philipp’s request and turned the matter of drafting an army 

over to his Secretary of War Newton Baker. Baker avoided his Civil War predecessor’s 

mistakes, some of which had led to draft riots around the United States, including a 

handful in Wisconsin, by using local civilian boards to run the draft, instead of 

autocratic army personnel, and instituted a Selective Service system that allowed 

deferments for those needed to grow food and manufacture war materiel. The whole 

process was to begin with a national draft registration drive on June 5, 1917. As with the 

Liberty Loan drive, each state had a quota of eligible men to register. With its reputation 

for disloyalty already established, Wisconsin was not expected to succeed in this 

endeavor. Senator Husting suggested that Philipp’s “pro-German,” anti-draft rhetoric, 

possibly along with Wisconsin’s outspoken German and Socialist populations and La 

Follette’s opposition to the draft, would lead to protests. General Enoch Crowder, 
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provost marshal of the army and administer of the Selective Service, another doubter, 

offered Philipp use of federal troops to prevent these expected riots. Philipp politely 

declined. In the end, the day passed successfully with the state registering 218,700 men 

or 106 percent of the estimated men thought to be eligible!291 

Yet the national press reported just the opposite and Wisconsin’s reputation 

continued to be assailed. The Louisville Courier-Journal may have been the instigator 

of this misinformation when it announced, “Wisconsin is sending fewer recruits to the 

American army than any other Middle West State.” The newspaper’s editor Colonel 

Henry Watterson, mis-reported that Wisconsin had registered 29 percent to Illinois’s 

110 percent and Michigan’s 107 percent. He went on to note that the Chicago Journal, 

“disgusted with the conditions in Wisconsin,” believed the state’s low recruiting 

numbers were the result “of the seditious propaganda that has prevailed within her 

boundaries, not merely unchecked but countenanced and led by her most conspicuous 

politicians,” specifically Senator La Follette. However, Watterson did not want to 

suggest that Wisconsin’s attitude could be blamed on one individual. Instead, he argued, 

“a considerable part of its population [had] proved treasonable under the acid test of 

war with Germany.”  Those who did not fall into this traitorous rubric, Watterson 

believed, would soon lead “an exodus of decent Americans” from Wisconsin. With so 

many of the state’s citizens supposedly failing the nation in so many ways, Watterson 
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felt obliged to ask if Wisconsin will from now on and forever be known as the “Traitor 

State.”292  

*** 

Wisconsin’s loyalists did not take Watterson’s attack lightly or complacently. His 

embarrassing question tightened their resolve to control the words and actions of those 

they perceived to be disloyal to the United States, the President, and the war effort in 

general. The Milwaukee Journal spoke for many of Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots in their 

response to Watterson’s challenge when they wrote, “The loyalty of Wisconsin is a 

patent fact” and referred its readers to a letter Governor Philipp had sent to Watterson 

correcting his misrepresentation of Wisconsin’s enlistment efforts, an error Watterson 

quickly acknowledged and corrected, and listing all the ways the state had shown its 

loyalty to the nation. To the Journal’s editors, the governor’s message did not go far 

enough in its defense of the state, nor did it address how the state would purge this 

traitorous stigma from its reputation. The newspaper’s editors suggested “the way to 

attack…criticism is not to defend loyal citizens who need no defense, but to condemn the 

course of those who have brought this criticism on them and to oppose them.” Philipp 

knew, they argued, that disloyalty in Wisconsin existed and all of his efforts should be 

directed toward fighting it and ending it. “For the sake of the state’s fair name,” they 

cried, “it should be crushed.”293  
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Over the next week, the Milwaukee Journal continued to harp on this message. 

In a July 30 editorial, the newspaper rhetorically asked is “Wisconsin loyal?” and 

answered, “Of course Wisconsin is loyal—staunchly, unswervingly loyal,” but added, “It 

would be criminally stupid…to overlook the fact that disloyalty of no trivial magnitude 

exists in Wisconsin.”294 On August 2, another Journal editorial reported that Watterson 

had written of a similar concern in response to Philipp’s letter, which the newspaper 

editors thought had unfortunately “stirred up the whole question of Wisconsin’s loyalty” 

and advertised Watterson’s criticism “from one end of the country to another.” 

Specifically, the Louisville editor wondered why the governor had not addressed 

“Wisconsin’s responsibility for La Follette,” which Watterson stated had been his chief 

argument for declaring Wisconsin a “Traitor State.” The Milwaukee Journal also 

questioned Philipp’s silence. They, along with the rest of Wisconsin, “would like to know 

whether the governor thinks Senator La Follette is representing the state.” Philipp chose 

not to respond, at least not at that time.295 

With Philipp not doing enough to stop the boldly disloyal and traitorous from 

“plotting day and night,” the Milwaukee Journal suggested, “only effective organization 

and wise, able leadership can save Wisconsin’s name from being undeservedly sullied 

even more than it has been already.”296 The pastor of the First Congregational Church in 

Grand Rapids, Wisconsin, Robert J. Locke, completely agreed. In a letter to the 

Milwaukee Journal, he chastised Wisconsin citizens, primarily German-American 

pastors and men of influence, who Locke thought championed Germany, and state 
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representatives in Madison and Washington, who he felt had made unseemly 

statements. Despite the “copperhead conduct” of a portion of Wisconsin’s population, 

Locke declared, “the majority of the [state’s] citizens are with the United States as 

thoroughly and completely as are those of any other state in the Union.” To prove this, 

Locke suggested the creation of an organization, which he named the Wisconsin League 

of Patriotism, whose main purpose would be to pledge every adult in Wisconsin to an 

unequivocal allegiance to the federal government during the prosecution of the war. The 

creation of this league and the signed loyalty pledges of its members would allay fears 

that Wisconsin was a center of German sympathy. Locke concluded by suggesting that 

such a league would be best directed by the State Council of Defense.297 Wheeler 

Bloodgood agreed with Locke that an organization was needed, but wanted the one he 

chaired, the Wisconsin Defense League, to take the lead in eradicating Wisconsin’s 

perceived disloyalty problem. To do so effectively, the League first needed to make some 

changes. 

By August, the League’s executive committee was ready to acknowledge that 

confusion between the Wisconsin Defense League, a volunteer organization, and the 

Wisconsin Council of Defense, a state agency, had impeded their ability to raise money, 

build membership, and be successful at their patriotic mission. Bloodgood, realizing the 

committee needed to reconsider the group’s mission and contemplate a reorganization, 

called for a meeting, which occurred on August 28. In reaction to the confusion and the 

continuing worries concerning the state’s loyalty, the committee decided to rename the 

League the Wisconsin Loyalty Legion. While the Legion’s new leaders waited for the 
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state to recognize the Legion as an incorporated organization, which it did on September 

21, they used the time to write the Legion’s constitution. The resulting document spelled 

out the reasons the United States had to declare war on Germany; the requirement “for 

every American to stand back of our Government, loyally and enthusiastically”; and the 

Legion’s list of purposes, which among others, included its pledge “to unite the people of 

Wisconsin in loyal, active and efficient support of the Government” and “to bring 

traitors to punishment, hold up slackers to public contempt, and oppose disloyalty and 

dissension wherever it may appear, and however disguised.”298 

By the time the Legion’s executive board had written the latter statement, loyal 

Wisconsinites from local citizens to federal agents, possibly in attempts to clear 

Wisconsin’s name, had already been busy punishing those accused of disloyal deeds and 

words. The June 5th draft registration appears to have caused the first wave of vigilante 

action.  Dr. H. Miller, a resident of Laona (Forest Co.) was working as a government 

physician on a Native American reservation when he experienced swift retribution by 

his neighbors for offending draft registerees by suggesting, “You are fools to make 

manure and cannon powder of yourselves.” Later that evening, local citizens threw Dr. 

Miller into a river (probably the appropriately named Rat River), then forced him to 

march at the front of a parade holding an American flag, and finally made him kneel and 

kiss the flag.299 Austria-native John Bobush suffered similar treatment a few days later 

when three hundred of his fellow J.I. Case employees took exception to his refusal to 

register for the draft and his declaration that “I’ll be damned if I’ll fight for the United 

States.” Infuriated Case employees forced Bobush to crawl to an American flag they had 
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spread on the floor and kiss it. The Austrian lost his job and soon learned that the 

Racine police had announced he would be arrested and prosecuted if he did not register 

for the draft by the end of the day.300 Both of these men had been outsiders in their 

communities, but disloyal locals were not spared either.301  

While draft registration day appears to have set off the first wave of retribution 

against Wisconsin’s disloyal citizens, other incidents occurred throughout the summer. 

On July 13, the Racine Journal-News reported that two federal Department of Justice 

agents had taken four Kenosha residents into custody, including at least one woman, 

and charged them with disloyalty. The four were given a chance to repent by marching 

to an American flag and kissing it. Afterward, the agents gave each penitent traitor a 

small silk flag to be displayed in their windows until peace between the United States 

and Germany was declared. Since this was their first offense, the four accused residents 

did not go to court, but the agents reminded them that if this had been Germany, 

traitors, like themselves, would have been taken behind the building and shot.302 About 

two weeks later, the Rhinelander New North newspaper let its readers know that a local 

resident, while in Antigo (Langlade Co.), “had the pleasure of seeing a man who had 

created a disturbance at a patriotic meeting tossed up in a blanket by members of the 

Antigo militia company” and then forced to kiss an American flag. The offender, 

apparently a local baker who had been drunk at the time, thought he was going to be 
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hung and “whined for mercy.” The witness told the New North reporter, “It did [his] 

heart good to see the offender get his medicine.”303 This handful of incidents illustrated 

an increasing willingness by authority figures, as well as emboldened neighbors and co-

workers, to control and silence Wisconsinites they perceived as disloyal. Loyalist 

newspapers throughout the state eagerly published these confrontations in an attempt 

to discourage any further unpatriotic speech and clean up Wisconsin’s reputation. 

None of the editors of loyalist newspapers seemed to question whether the act of 

placing the American flag on a floor to be kissed was patriotic, instead they focused on 

how the accused could have been more effectively punished. The Wisconsin State 

Journal, which had supported La Follette before the war, but no longer did, wrote of an 

enemy in our midst, “the fellow who is forced to kiss the flag to prove his loyalty.” These 

fellows, obviously not real Americans according to Journal editor Richard Lloyd Jones, 

needed “drastic punishment” and suggested “robbing them of their right to vote for a 

term of five or ten years or for life,” based on the offense.304 The Marinette Eagle-Star 

proposed deportation for the “scurvy traitor” who had to kiss the flag to prove his 

loyalty. The Eagle-Star’s editors added they felt sorry for the flag and believed traitors 

did not deserve to live under its shadow, “let alone to kiss its sacred folds.”305   

Many years after the war ended, Wisconsin Socialist Oscar Ameringer wondered 

“how Old Glory enjoyed those shotgun weddings.” He had almost been subjected to one 
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of these “weddings” himself, after giving a campaign speech during an unsuccessful run 

for Congress in 1918. As Ameringer finished his presentation to a sympathetic crowd in 

a Sauk County dance hall, the door flew open and a group of men, who had thrown an 

unpatriotic doctor in a river the night before, marched in with “drums, bugle, flag and 

guns.” In the moment, Ameringer made a mental note that he would rather die “fighting 

than kiss and insult Old Glory under duress,” so he kept calm and encouraged the men 

to come in and hear his speech from the beginning. While speaking to the hyperpatriotic 

mob, he checked out the legs of the table he was using as his “pulpit” for a potential 

weapon, just in case. After Ameringer finished, the mob’s leader, a manufacturer from a 

neighboring town, lectured him for his unpatriotic stance and may have planned further 

punishment, but the original audience, primarily made up of farmers, had, according to 

Ameringer, armed itself with “really mean” pitchforks. Confronted with this scene as 

they stepped outside, the leader and his mob let the Socialist depart without any further 

ramifications.306 

Ameringer was not the only Wisconsin Socialist to experience intimidation and 

suppression. As the summer of 1917 wore on, hyperpatriot attacks on Socialists appear 

to have increased as Wisconsin’s loyalty continued to be questioned. Wheeler Bloodgood 

probably aided in the escalation by announcing in August, “Records of meetings held 

under the auspices of the socialist party [and the peace party] show a decided similarity 

of program, of agitation…In short, socialism has given way to pro-Germanism in 

organization speeches.”307 As Wisconsin loyalists intensified their fight against treason 
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and disloyalty, Socialist Party members began sharing complaints and reports of 

threatening encounters with the state party’s Executive Committee as early as June. 

Socialists had discovered that sharing their views on the 

war had repercussions from both local citizens and 

government officials. Kenosha law enforcement, for 

example, placed the chairman of the city’s Socialist Party 

in jail, shortly before he was to speak at a Socialist rally. 

In December 1917 former Milwaukee mayor Emil Seidel 

had planned to give a lecture on “Socialism and the War” 

with the subtitle, “War Destroys Life; Socialism 

Preserves Life” at a small Dodge County town. On the 

day of his speech, six hundred members of the Loyalty 

Legion successfully prevented this allegedly “pro-German” meeting from occurring.308 

Yet all of this was small potatoes when compared to the attacks on Victor Berger by the 

federal government. 

In September 1917, Postmaster General Albert Burleson summoned Berger to 

Washington, DC to answer charges of sedition under the Espionage Act. Burleson, who 

with President Wilson’s support had parlayed his position into a powerful regulator of 

the press, cited over fifty Milwaukee Leader editorials that had been published in the 

three months since the passage of the Espionage Act that he thought proved Berger was 

part of an organized propaganda effort to “discredit and impede in every way the 

Government in the prosecution of this war.” The recently passed act, which prohibited 
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mailing any material that advocated “treason, insurrection or forcible resistance to any 

law,” gave Burleson the power to deny journals and newspapers’ second-class mailing 

privileges, along with a $10,000 fine and up to twenty years in prison.309  

On September 22, Berger argued his case before the third assistant postmaster to 

no avail. The low-level functionary would not provide specific examples, listen to 

Berger’s arguments that the editorials were not pro-German or intended to hurt the war 

effort, or accept Berger’s offer to keep within editorial limits if the postmaster’s office 

provided him with a definition of legitimate criticism. Berger attempted to make 

appointments with Burleson and President Wilson to argue his case, without success, 

although he did manage to speak with Colonel Edward M. House, a close friend and 

advisor to Wilson, who shared Berger’s concerns with the president. In regards to 

Berger, Wilson wrote to Burleson, “I do not think that most of what is quoted ought to 

be regarded as unmailable.” Burleson disregarded Wilson’s message and on October 3, 

1917 revoked the Milwaukee Leader’s second-class mailing privileges. With this decision 

the newspaper lost 40 percent of its subscribers, specifically those who lived outside of 

Milwaukee, and $70,000 in revenue. Other ramifications soon followed. Local loyalty 

advocates, like the Milwaukee Journal, pressured Leader advertisers and subscribers to 

abandon the paper or be labelled as disloyal, and the National Press Club expelled 
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Berger from its organization for outraging its members “sense of loyalty.”310 For Berger, 

this was just the beginning of the harassment he faced over the next few years. Despite 

this, he chose not to bow to the pressure and in the spring of 1918 he made a decision 

that brought Wisconsin’s crisis of loyalty to national attention yet again. 

*** 

While Berger faced prosecution from the Postmaster General, Senator La Follette 

had his own problems in September 1917. His trouble escalated when Governor Philipp 

finally responded to Wisconsin’s “Traitor State” reputation, something he had declined 

to do earlier in the summer, by issuing a statement on September 14 attributing this 

unfortunate status, which, he added, was completely undeserved, to Wisconsin’s senior 

senator, Robert La Follette. Philipp believed he had to make this assertion because, 

“People in Washington have even come to the point of questioning my loyalty and that 

of everyone in Wisconsin on account of the stand taken by some of our representatives 

in congress [sic].”311 Finally, Philipp had acquiesced to Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots and 

shared thoughts, which closely resembled their own, about La Follette’s words and 

actions from the past nine months. Although La Follette may have been dismayed by 

Philip’s statement, it foreshadowed an even stronger outburst of anti-La Follette 

rhetoric that began a week later and would doggedly pursue him for the rest of the war. 

On September 20, La Follette gave a speech to the Non-Partisan League, a group 

that wanted wealthy Americans to pay their fair share of war costs, in St. Paul, 

Minnesota. The enthusiastic, standing-room only crowd showed their support with 
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applause, cheers, and standing ovations as he spoke about corporate profiteering, the 

loss of civil rights during the past year, and his views on the Great War. In the course of 

extemporaneous remarks, La Follette stated, “For my own part I was not in favor of 

beginning the war. I don’t mean to say we hadn’t suffered grievances. We had—at the 

hands of Germany. Serious grievances!” but added that they were “too small to involve 

this government in the loss of millions and millions of lives!!” The Associated Press 

seemed to have misheard and inaccurately reported that he had made the seditious 

statement, “I wasn’t in favor of beginning this war. We had no grievance [against 

Germany],” which appeared in thousands of newspapers throughout the United States 

the next day.312 

 Newspaper editors around the country responded to this added proof of the 

senator’s disloyalty by ratcheting up their anti-La Follette rhetoric to new levels, 

especially in their editorials. The Gulfport Daily Herald (Mississippi), for example, took 

him to task on September 24 with this colorful language: 

We might grant the truth of every contention urged by this pompadoured 
extremist of the North and still prove that he is yellow. Senator La Follette is 
“yellow” because he is a traitor. He is “white livered” because he loves pelf and 
self more than his country…We neither hate him nor are moved by his traitorous 
utterances. Rather would we invite our readers to cremate the memory of “Bob” 
La Follette.313 

The same day the Chicago Daily Tribune contended, “If the state of Wisconsin wishes to 

clear its honorable record of the stain of disloyalty it will at the earliest possible moment 

remove from La Follette the ability to misrepresent that intelligent community... 
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[Wisconsin] does not deserve La Follette.”314 On September 29, former president 

Theodore Roosevelt, an ardent hyperpatriot, also weighed in on the La Follette 

controversy by describing the senator as among the “Huns within our gates” and 

labelling him “the most sinister enemy of democracy in the United States.”315 Nicholas 

Murray Butler, president of Columbia University, also condemned La Follette’s remarks, 

believing, “You might just as well put poison in the food of every American boy that goes 

to his transport as to permit La Follette to talk as he does.”316  

On September 30, the U.S. Senate reacted to this massive anti-La Follette outcry 

by calling for his expulsion; Republicans in Wisconsin’s 

State Capitol reiterated the demand three days later. La 

Follette responded to the charges on October 6 with an 

impassioned three-hour speech calling for civil rights 

protections during times of war without making any 

specific references to his St. Paul presentation. He may 

have avoided doing so out of recognition that in front of 

the receptive Minnesota audience he had been carried 

away. The result included controversial, ill-advised 

statements, which included some significant 

inaccuracies or misrepresentations. La Follette’s fellow 

senator Frank Kellogg did not let these omissions pass quietly. To refute the Wisconsin 

senator, he read several of the “slanderous” St. Paul assertions into the record. Kellogg 

                                                           
314 “Wisconsin and La Follette,” Chicago Daily Tribune, September 24, 1917, 8. 
315 Trenton Evening Times (New Jersey), September 29, 1917, 1. 
316 Unger, 255. 

Life Magazine cover,  

December 13, 1917, from its 

“Traitors” issue 
WHi 3272 



149 

 

also disagreed that this case was an issue of free speech, but instead an “erroneous 

statement of facts” that “aid and encourage the enemy and cast dishonor and discredit 

upon the nation.” After both sides had been presented, the Senate Committee on 

Privileges and Elections decided to move forward with an investigation into La Follette. 

In the end, the Senate adjourned for the year before deciding whether to banish the 

Wisconsin Senator from their midst or not. The Associated Press’s mistake, easily 

believed by those who questioned his loyalty, meant attacks on La Follette continued 

unabated, even after the mistake became 

common knowledge.317   

As the Berger and La Follette 

issues came to a climax, the second 

Liberty Loan drive got underway. With 

much of the money raised by the first 

Liberty Loan spent by August 1917, 

Secretary of the Treasury William 

McAdoo proposed a second bond drive 

to begin on October 1 and close on the 28th. With more time to prepare, the federal 

Liberty Loan committee did a much better job organizing this drive. Though still 

planning to encourage banks to buy Liberty Bonds, the committee decided to go after 

middle-class Americans and non-urban dwellers more than they had in the first drive. 

To accomplish this, committee members realized they needed to do a better job 

educating Americans about what bonds were, how they could be purchased, and why 
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buying them was each American’s patriotic duty.318 Despite push-back from some 

German-Americans, who did not feel comfortable lending money to see their homeland 

crushed; Irish-Americans, who were not eager to support Britain; and Socialists, along 

with some labor organizations, who believed the war was a result of greedy capitalists’ 

machinations, Americans oversubscribed the second Liberty Loan by $1.2 billion 

dollars.319 

In Wisconsin, the county Councils of Defense followed the national model by 

using the months of August and September to effectively plan and organize campaigns 

that would fulfill the state’s quota of $91.3 million. The Milwaukee County Council of 

Defense, after researching how they could have done better in the first Liberty Loan 

drive, wrote a plan that mirrored much of what had been said at the federal level by 

identifying three areas for improvement: 1) publicity, 2) the need to popularize small 

subscriptions (i.e. $50 and $100 bonds), and 3) increasing bond purchasing by farmers 

and rural residents. The creators of the Milwaukee plan specifically acknowledged “that 

more bonds should have been sold to the residents of rural districts” during the first 

drive and suggested forming a figurative “flying squadron,” a group which would go into 

small towns and rural areas “to clean up loose odds and ends which were missed by the 

district team.”320 Milwaukee’s Junior League took up the call for such a squadron and 

later reported that it had “canvassed the rural districts in Milwaukee County and visited 
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farmers’ wives.”321 At the end of the drive, the League reported selling $44,550 worth of 

bonds, but how much of this came from their flying squadron is unknown. 

Even with an increased interest in rural residents, the Wisconsin Council of 

Defense still concentrated its efforts on bankers, who were expected to sell bonds to all 

their customers this time, not just the wealthy. Bankers in German communities and 

northern counties soon experienced resistance from some of their customers. Theodore 

Boehm, for example, allegedly started withdrawing his money from the Bank of 

DeForest (Dane Co.) when it began selling Liberty Bonds, and his brothers Fred and 

Anton may have done the same.322  The State Bank of Sauk City also reported a 

customer who pulled $6000 from their bank based on the belief that “the Government” 

would confiscate the accounts of those who did not buy Liberty Bonds.323  

Fearing similar reprisals and anger from their customers, bankers may have 

considered not selling the bonds or purchasing their quotas. Whether this happened or 

not, several bankers found themselves accused of doing so. Matthew Weiss, the cashier 

of the Farmers’ State Bank of Schleisingerville, suffered repercussions from the 

Washington County Liberty Loan Committee when he supposedly tried “making capital 

of the fact that the other bank in the same village is selling bonds, and is trying to win 

the friendship of the people of German descent in his community.” However, when the 
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State Council of Defense followed up by accusing him of an unpatriotic attitude, Weiss 

replied that while “it was not so easy to sell the bonds in this community,” his bank had 

still managed to purchase or sell $5200 worth.324 Around the same time banker Thomas 

S. Saby, wrote to Magnus Swenson, director of the Wisconsin Council of Defense, that 

six of the nine banks in Buffalo County had not “raise[d] a finger toward selling bonds 

during the sale of the last issue” and thought their unwillingness to participate came 

from a fear of antagonizing their “Pro-German clients.” He suggested that these six 

bankers could be “aroused” to do their patriotic duty if they knew the government was 

paying attention. Swenson and the Council took his suggestion seriously and wrote to 

the six banks that they had heard “on good authority that you refuse to have little or 

nothing to do with the sale of Liberty Bonds.”325 Most wrote back correcting that 

misconception by listing the amounts they and their customers had purchased or 

pledged to purchase. One of the bankers, however, had his lawyer respond for him. The 

lawyer wrote of his client’s awareness that “he had been reported as a slacker in the sale 

of Liberty Bonds,” apparently a true statement, he had been warned that “the 

Government had its eyes on our banks and believed by reason of German influences that 

we had not done our duty,” and he had been advised to produce results as soon as 

possible.326 Dane County Liberty Loan chairman George Boissard also reported to 
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Swenson that twelve banks in his county had not taken their full allotment, including 

Black Earth State Bank, which he thought were afraid pro-Germans would resent the 

bank purchasing bonds, Bank of Verona, which had pro-German directors and cashier, 

and the International Bank of Cambridge, which Boissard described as “just plain 

hogs.”327 As with other such reports, Swenson sent out letters to Boissard’s list of banks. 

Several seem to have been chastened by his awareness that they were slacking and 

agreed to purchase their quota. The International Bank officers replied that they 

thought Swenson was “overstepping the requirements of [his] office” by implying there 

would be trouble for banks that do not take their allotment and added they would only 

purchase $2000 of their $3500 quota and if that did not satisfy Swenson he could 

“report us just as soon as you please.”328 Swenson does not appear to have responded to 

this snide remark.  

In cases more extreme than the International Bank, the Secret Service could be 

called in to handle the recalcitrant banker. Agents may have visited the Forest Junction 

State Bank in Calumet County after the cashier of the Commercial Bank in Chilton, also 

in Calumet Co., reported to William Ross, chairman of the Wisconsin Liberty Loan 

Committee, that its bank directors refused to join with other county banks to support 

and advertise the second Liberty Loan drive. Ross informed the Secret Service of this 

particularly egregious example of banker disloyalty and asked them to follow up. He also 

wrote to the State Council of Defense, which he knew was already aware of this 

problematic bank, and suggested that it “make an example[,] so far as it is in the power 
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of your organization to do it[,] of the institution at Forest Junction.” In case that did not 

happen, he also wrote to the Chilton banker suggesting the Secret Service punish the 

bank by allowing it “to stand out in a disloyal class of its own[,] subject to the scorn of 

every decent banker in Calumet County.” What action, if any, was taken against the 

Forest Junction bank is unknown.329 

In the midst of the second Liberty Loan drive, Wisconsin hyperpatriots eagerly 

reported those who spoke out against bond sales to the Wisconsin Council of Defense 

with the hope that their seditious neighbors would be appropriately punished. In 

October 1917, the Council had no qualms acquiescing to their request and turned dozens 

of reported names over to the Secret Service or other government officials. The Council 

Secretary alerted “Barry of [the] Secret Service” to Arlington (Columbia Co.) resident 

William Staudenmayer after being informed that this apparently “wealthy German 

farmer” cursed “the president and the United States and positively refused to buy a 

bond,” when a Morrisonville banker tried to sell him one. A colleague of the banker 

wrote the Council that behavior such as Staudenmayer’s “should not be permited [sic] to 

go unpunished.”330  

The Council had subpoenas served by the Dane County sheriff to two DeForest 

residents who, they learned from George Boissard (mentioned above reporting 
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bankers), had spurious reasons for not buying bonds. Boissard telephoned the Council 

to let them know that Henry A. Miller had told a member of the Dane County Second 

Liberty Loan committee that “the government must say ‘please’” before he would buy a 

bond, and William Paulman had allegedly refused to buy bonds unless the government 

paid 10 percent interest. Both men received letters from the Council asking them to 

explain their statements. Paulman does not seem to have replied, but Miller wrote that 

he had purchased bonds and “as to ‘Please’ that must be a mistake.” Despite this, he and 

Paulman received subpoenas requiring them to appear the next day before the Council 

to prove they had not made disloyal statements discrediting the President or the 

Government. No records exist to show the outcome of the subpoenas, but they appear to 

have been more a scare tactic than a serious attempt to punish these alleged slackers.331   

Real punishment could be instigated by the U.S. district attorney in Madison, 

Albert C. Wolf, who used Secret Service agents to follow up on reports of potentially 

traitorous or seditious Wisconsin residents. When the chairman of the Oconto County 

Liberty Loan Committee, John B. Chase, asked the Council of Defense how to get the 

services of Secret Service agents to Oconto, where pro-German activities by “certain 

people” had become “particularly noticeable” during the second Liberty Loan drive, he 

learned that the U.S. District Attorney would be glad to send a Secret Service man to 

                                                           
331 Memorandum (undated) listing four names of “disloyal parties” reported by George Boissard. The other two 

men on the list were William Helmka, who supposedly stated that “any man is a damn fool who borrows to buy a 

Liberty Bond,” and Thomas Helgeson for continually “knocking Bonds.” Both men received letters from the Council 

asking them to explain their behavior. Helmke replied that “it was a false statement brought to you”; Helgeson 

showed up in person and protested the accusation. A Council staff member wrote, “He seems to be a loyal citizen” 

next to Helgeson’s name on the memorandum after his visit.; Magnus Swenson to Henry Miller (DeForest), 

October 19, 1917; Magnus Swenson to William Paulman (DeForest), October 19, 1917; Miller to the State Council 

of Defense, October 24, 1917; A.H. Melville to Henry Ireland, Dane County Sheriff, October 26, 1917; subpoenas 

for Henry A Miller and William Paulson, October 26, 1917, COD papers, Box 20, folder 1, WHS. 



156 

 

Oconto upon request.  Earlier in October, the Council of Defense had sent a list of likely 

traitorous Waushara County residents, provided by the Federal Reserve Chairman 

William Ross, to Wolf for potential prosecution. The list included W.J. Smith of 

Plainfield, who told his friends not to buy Liberty Bonds because it was “all a fake 

business,” and Reverend William Rul of Coloma, who claimed the banks were unsafe, 

causing Bank of Coloma depositors to withdraw $30,000 during the first Liberty Loan 

drive.332 In the long run, this intimidation seems to have been all talk, but no action; 

none of these men brought to the notice of the Council were indicted or had any further 

legal action brought against them. While their neighbors may have hoped for more 

serious consequences, at this point the Council of Defense seemed more inclined to 

frighten Liberty Bond slackers and naysayers into participating in the loan drive than 

seeing them jailed. 

By the time the second Liberty Loan drive came to an end, Wisconsin had raised 

$87 million from the sale of bonds. Unfortunately, that was $4.3 million short of its 

quota. Hyperpatriots quickly blamed the pro-German atmosphere in many counties for 

the state’s failure, but even a cursory look at the numbers proved that was not true. 

Counties with large German-American populations, mostly in the 7th Federal Reserve 

District, consistently met or exceeded their quotas. Milwaukee, for example, subscribed 

to 131 percent of its quota, while Kenosha outdid every other county by subscribing 228 

percent of its allocation. Still thirty-nine of the forty-five counties in the 7th District 
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failed to meet their quotas, and not one of the twenty-six counties in the 9th District 

came close. 333 

Further research showed rural counties, but not necessarily heavily German ones, 

had done the worst. Days after the drive ended, the Milwaukee Journal reported that 

farmers had only purchased 20 percent of their allotment. Andrew Melville, executive 

secretary to the Council, acknowledged “the farmers fell down in this test,” but blamed 

politicians for pampering them in an attempt to earn their vote. Farmers, he thought, 

believed they were in a class by themselves and could do as they pleased. Melville did 

note that farmers had done better in the second loan than they had in the first and that 

after a more comprehensive “campaign of education” they would do even better in the 

third drive.334 Juneau County State Bank president George S. Grubb confirmed some of 

what Melville said in a mid-November note to a Council member who had asked why 

Juneau County only raised 26.1 percent of its quota, one of the lowest numbers in the 

state. Grubb, like Melville, noted that they had done much better this time than on the 

first loan drive, but added that “Ours is a farming community and a large part of the 

crop is potatoes,” the price of which had dropped dramatically that fall due to frost, 

meaning less cash in the hands of farmers and therefore less money to buy bonds.335  

Not everyone was as kind or understanding. H.R. Boerner tried to sell bonds to 

his fellow Ozaukee County farmers and only managed to convince twelve of the sixty he 

                                                           
333 Wisconsin Manufacturers’ Association, Industrial Wisconsin 18 (July 1918): 63; COD papers, Box 20, folder 2; 

WLL papers, Box 1, November 1917 correspondence, WHS. 
334 “State Council of Defense Says Farmers Bought Few War Bonds, Milwaukee Journal, October 30, 1917, clipping 

in COD papers, Box 2, folder 1, WHS. 
335 J.R. Wheeler (Columbus) to George S. Grubb (Mauston), November 19, 1917; Grubb typed an undated response 

on the bottom of the letter, which was received by the Council on November 21, 1917, COD papers, Box 20, folder 

6, WHS. 



158 

 

visited to do so, a result he called “mighty poor sledding.” Boerner believed that the 

farmers either did not care, evidenced by their unwillingness to attend patriotic 

meetings or rallies, or they were “pro-German, pacifist, or resentful because their boy 

was called,” a consequence of “pretty well swallow[ing] the pacifist ‘dope’ and the anti-

war propaganda.” Boerner thought steps needed to be taken to curb the “selfishness and 

lack of real loyalty” by the farmers, and suggested sending some ‘bang up’ good men on 

the Farmers Institutes’ circuit. When these patriotic men talked ‘brass tacks’ (i.e. gave 

loyalty speeches)…from the right angle,” farmers would be convinced to be loyal and 

patriotic and show it by buying Liberty Bonds in the third drive.336 However, before 

Boerner’s ideas could be put in practice, even before the second Liberty Loan drive 

ended, Wisconsin learned it would soon be facing its most challenging crisis of loyalty to 

date. The crisis began innocuously enough on Sunday, October 21, 1917, when Senator 

Paul O. Husting and his brothers decided to go duck hunting on Rush Lake in 

Winnebago County.  

*** 

 Senator Husting had stayed in Washington, DC, through the summer of 1917, 

along with the rest of Congress to pass war legislation and address a myriad of war 

issues. His votes and rhetoric continued to earn him praise from his hyperpatriotic 

supporters back home. By this time, Husting had defined his role as one who chastised 

anyone not supporting the war effort, no matter what his or her position in society. On 

July 18, for example, he scolded manufacturers for complaining that the war interfered 

with their business by reminding them that they had no “other business in the world at 
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the present time more important than the defeat of Germany.” Husting urged them to 

put their selfish interests aside and “unify all manhood, all the force, all the power that 

we possess…to save the world from the curse of autocracy and the curse of slavery…the 

worst that the world has ever known.” Instead of complaining about profits, he argued, 

businessmen should be working with the rest of the country to make the world safe for 

democracy, “safe for the people of the world.”337 By early August, the Milwaukee 

Sentinel was ready to ask, “Can anybody see at the present time any man who would 

stand a ghost of a chance of beating Husting for re-election?” The Sentinel editors could 

not. Although Husting was a Democrat, they “regret[ted] to say, his patriotic attitude in 

the international crisis and his firm support of his country’s government,” along with his 

ability to “run as an American-American all through the war,” made him virtually 

unbeatable.338  

Around the same time, however, the Wisconsin State Journal spoke of its 

concern about Husting’s definition of democracy. While the newspaper’s editors 

applauded Husting for being “heroically true” during the battle to arrest “arrogant 

autocracy in its program of terrorizing the whole world with its forces of frightfulness” 

and appreciated his battles “against individual and corporate robbery,” they wondered if 

he only supported a “limited and curtailed democracy.” The Journal illustrated 

Husting’s tendency to see America as “a half democracy” by his unwillingness to support 

women’s suffrage, prohibition, or referendums unless “he believes in the proposition 

submitted.” However, the Journal added, they would “never lack gratitude for the fine 

fight [he] put up for the overthrow of militarism in the world.” It only hoped that when 
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the war was won, he would not “slap democracy itself full in the face.” The Journal’s 

rebuke, bracketed by support for his war effort, seems to be the only negative comment 

regarding Husting in the summer of 1917.339 

Like many hyperpatriots, Husting remained suspicious of German-Americans 

and their connection to the German government. In late September 1917, Secretary of 

State Robert Lansing announced that a congressional investigation into a German 

agent’s attempt to influence Congress with bribes would be unnecessary, since the 

German had been unable to persuade any congressmen to commit treason for money. 

Husting remained unconvinced that the agent’s removal from the United States had 

eliminated the danger and believed instead that “A master propagandist still lurks, 

directing the lines of his intrigue through myriad agents preparing copy for foreign 

language newspapers and laying the lines for telegraphic and letter lobbying.” He 

planned to introduce a resolution to ferret out this influence, but not until he was sure it 

would not embarrass the government. In the meantime, he focused on the foreign 

language press, especially German newspapers in his own state that he was sure were 

promoting pro-German attitudes.340 

 Husting actively stayed abreast of the foreign language press situation in 

Wisconsin, occasionally with the help of informants. When convinced that certain 

journals were publishing disloyal editorials, he brought them to the attention of the Post 

Office Department’s solicitor, who had the power to curtail the newspapers’ second-class 

mailing privileges, as they had done with Victor Berger’s Milwaukee Leader. In late 
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September, Husting made sure the Post Office knew about the un-American writing that 

emanated from Eau Claire’s Der Herold, the Watertown Weltbuerger, the Dodge 

County Pioneer, and the Sheboygan Zeitung, and asked them to follow up. The Post 

Office’s solicitor responded that the latter two were already receiving their attention and 

the other two soon would.341 The Catholic Printing Company in Dubuque, Iowa, heard 

about Husting’s fight to suppress the foreign press, specifically his desire to deny 

second-class mailing privileges to all newspapers financed and edited by foreigners, 

including British or German ones and wrote to congratulate him on this decision, 

especially since his father was a Luxembourger. This particular fact caught their 

interest, because they published the Luxemburger Gazette, which had been 

“Americanizing foreigners of Luxemburg birth or extraction” for forty-six years.342 

 Letters to Husting show Milwaukee’s Germania-Herold to have been one of his 

primary targets. The newspaper, which was in publication from 1913 through 1918, came 

into existence when four Milwaukee German-language newspapers, which could trace 

their lineage back to at least 1857, merged over time. Its editors had supported 

neutrality and spoken positively of the German war effort before America’s entrance 

into the war, but afterward began, as one detractor called it, “to play as safe as possible.” 

As with other German-language newspapers, the Postmaster General required the 

Germania-Herold to translate their editorials into English and send them to the 

Postmaster’s office for approval, which kept the editors’ writing appropriately patriotic. 

George Creel, director of the Committee on Public Information, impressed by what he 
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had seen, sent the Germania-Herold a letter stating his belief that it was a very loyal, 

patriotic American newspaper. The Milwaukee Journal staff, however, was not 

impressed and wrote Husting that, in their opinion, Creel’s letter was not only 

unwarranted, but also dangerous. They let Husting know, 

There need not be the slightest doubt that at every opportunity The Germania-

Herold will strongly oppose the re-election of all men like yourself, who have 

been loyal to the government, and fearless and outspoken against sedition and 

treason. 343 

Husting must have questioned Creel about the wisdom of writing such a letter to the 

Germania-Herold, because Creel quickly wrote back to the newspaper that the earlier 

letter was not be construed as “a certificate of loyalty” and he appears to have lectured 

the editor Gustav Haas on how a German-language newspaper should behave during the 

current crisis. Haas wrote back that he only showed the letter to one person, a 

Wisconsin Loyalty Legion member, who misconstrued its meaning and caused the 

current commotion. Husting managed to stay informed about Creel’s interactions with 

the Germania-Herold and probably approved of the scolding letter received by Haas.344 

 As the 1917 congressional session wound down in mid-October, a number of 

Senator Husting’s constituents wrote to congratulate him for staying “on the good old 

loyal track immovable,” especially in contrast to Senator La Follette, who, at the time, 

was suffering from the consequences of his misreported Saint Paul speech of September 

20. Several of Husting’s hyperpatriotic supporters wanted him to publically condemn 

the treasonous La Follette and help facilitate his expulsion from the Senate. Pepin 
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County district attorney Caleb M. Hilliard hoped to see La Follette, who “should be 

making speeches in the Bundesrath [sic] or Reichstag where he belongs,” suffer 

appropriate penalties for his “disloyal and brazen misconduct.”345 More pointedly, John 

Splan Jr. of Green Bay told Husting that he was “mighty glad to have you use your vote 

and influence to oust that pin-headed La Folette [sic] out of office…Down with La 

Follette.”346 At least five organizations around Wisconsin sent letters informing Husting 

they had passed resolutions condemning La Follette and encouraging his ouster from 

the Senate as soon as possible.347 In the end, Husting, probably wisely, declined to 

discuss La Follette or his speech.348 

 Others wrote to Husting of their great pleasure in having him represent the state 

of Wisconsin during the war crisis. Merrill mayor Fred J. Smith, for example, informed 

the Senator, “The rank and file of patriotic citizens of this entire locality (that I believe 

includes a considerable majority) are very much pleased with your position and efforts 

on the great war measures and generally your work in the United States senate.” Smith 

also thought that Husting’s patriotic stand regarding America’s role in the war had kept 

the state of Wisconsin in the patriotic column.349 Even Republicans praised the 

Democrat senator for his brave war stance. DeWitt C. Reynolds of Ripon told Husting 

that at his next election, he would have the support of many Republicans in his district, 
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including the writer, who had not voted for him in 1916, but would support the junior 

senator from now on, as long as he “stay[ed] by the Government.”350 Corporal Francis C. 

Marshall from Green Bay, but stationed at Fort Russell, Wyoming, may have been the 

most effusive in his praise, “You have won my admiration by your simplicity, your 

honesty, your courage and your sound statesmanship.” Like Smith, Marshall thought 

Husting could attract Republicans, both Progressives and Stalwarts, as well as 

Democrats, with his approach to the war. Husting’s only failing, according to Marshall, 

was that he was not promoting himself enough. Marshall wanted the senator “to 

proclaim that you discovered the war, were for it all along, knew it must come, and 

prove it by your record.”351 However, Husting had already made plans to give war-

related speeches throughout the state after a two-week vacation in late October, before 

Congress reconvened. John F. Morrow of Spring Green had heard about Husting’s plans 

and asked him to consider stopping at his small town, where many pro-Germans 

resided, a consequence, Morrow thought, of the misleading German press. Morrow 

wanted Husting to bring “a big battle” to his small town, because, as he stated, Spring 

Green needed it. He concluded his letter by asking Husting for timely notice, so he and 

others could round up the “leading Germans” and get them to his speech. Unfortunately, 

the senator never had a chance to reply.352  

 Husting planned to spend two weeks during the congressional recess duck 

hunting with four of his six brothers at a variety of places, including Rush Lake, a 4.7- 

square-mile body of water mainly made of marsh and bog eighteen miles southwest of 
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Oshkosh. Since his brothers could not take two weeks off, they arranged to take turns 

hunting with Paul. Gustave “Gus” agreed to join Paul for the last weekend of his 

vacation, October 20-21. The two brothers left for their hunting shack on a cold, chilly 

Sunday morning amidst a light snow. Before each brother got into their separate 

rowboats, Paul and Gus agreed to stay kneeling in their boats to prevent any potential 

accident. Around 4:15 pm, as they crouched behind a blind, eight mallard ducks arose 

from the marsh. Paul yelled at his brother to shoot, but in his excitement stood up to fire 

at the ducks as well. From about two feet behind, Gus’s shot went through Paul just 

below his left shoulder. Paul fell back in his boat, “You shot me.” He remained conscious 

as Gus frantically rowed both boats to shore through “a sea of mud” and under a barbed 

wire fence, which the local hunting club had stretched across the bog. Seeing he could 

not move Paul, Gus ran to a farmhouse around a quarter mile away for help, where he 

managed to telephone doctors in nearby Ripon. After they arrived, Gus, the farmer, and 

the doctors put Paul’s boat with Paul in it on a wagon and brought him to the 

farmhouse. Their original plan had been to take him by train, one called specifically for 

the purpose, to Oshkosh, but when the doctors examined Paul, they found his body 

riddled with buckshot along with a wrist-sized hole in his back that had deflated his left 

lung. There was no point taking him to a hospital; he would not live. Paul had 

acknowledged this reality while still in the boat, when he told Gus, “No use sending for 

doctors, I’m done for.” The doctors could not save him, but they did alleviate his pain 

with large doses of morphine. Husting remained conscious for several hours and kept up 

a conversation with three of his brothers, letting them know he considered only himself 

to blame. As a parting message, Husting said, “Tell them [his constituents] I did the best 
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I knew how.” Around 7:15 pm, Husting slipped into unconsciousness and at 10:45 

passed away.353 

 Husting’s funeral on Wednesday, October 24, drew a huge crowd. Congressional 

representatives from Washington, including Robert La Follette, and legislators from 

Madison, along with Governor Philipp, made their way to the small Dodge County town 

of Mayville. After a brief trip to a funeral home in Fond du Lac, Husting’s body had laid 

in state at his sister Bella Lamoreux’s Mayville home. By 10 am on Wednesday, 

hundreds of people had gathered on the Lamoreux lawn and into the street to witness 

the service held on Bella’s front porch. Despite La Follette’s policy disagreements with 

Husting, the senior senator served as an honorary pallbearer during the funeral and 

spent much of the service trying to console Mrs. Lamoreux, who one newspaper 

described as “near prostration from grief.” After the service, the funeral cortege made its 

way to the gravesite followed by a mile-long parade of mourners. Throughout the 

service, Gus remained inconsolable.354 

 Even before the funeral was over, questions about who would take Husting’s 

place and who had authority to replace the recently deceased senator began to emerge. 

The day after Husting’s death, Wisconsin’s attorney general announced that Husting 

could only be replaced by election, but Governor Philipp thought having two elections 

for the same position within a year was a waste of money and instead planned to ask the 

legislature for permission to appoint a replacement until the Fall 1918 election. To 
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Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots, Husting had been the embodiment of a loyal, patriotic 

American. Their pride in the way he castigated disloyalty and his unwavering support of 

President Wilson could barely be contained. As the governor made plans to find 

Husting’s replacement, a concern arose among Wisconsin’s loyalists about Philipp’s 

ability and/or willingness to appoint someone equal in patriotism to the deceased 

senator, Paul O. Husting. This apprehension would eventually lead Wisconsin to its 

most significant crisis of loyalty during the Great War. 
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Chapter 4: Wisconsin’s Crisis of Loyalty, October 1917-April 1918 

 

To Milwaukee the city election Tuesday is no less crucial than the huge battle in France 
is to the world…By her decision she will regain the confidence of the American people 

or hopelessly lose it.355 
Milwaukee Journal, April 1, 1918 

 

 From the time of Senator Paul Husting’s death in late October 1917 until the 

election to name his replacement on April 2, 1918, Wisconsin’s loyalists worried how the 

state’s citizens would vote. Would they elect a “loyalty” candidate and regain the 

confidence of the rest of the nation or would they fall into a deeper pit of disloyalty by 

electing a candidate with views similar to those of Senator Robert La Follette or, even 

worse, a Socialist? President Wilson spoke of this concern when he wrote Vice President 

Thomas R. Marshall, who was campaigning in Wisconsin for the Democratic candidate,  

The attention of the country will be centered upon it [the election in Wisconsin] 
because of the universal feeling against Senator La Follette and the question 
which will be in every patriotic man’s mind whether Wisconsin is really loyal to 
the country in this time of crisis or not.356  

Aware of this looming “crisis of loyalty,” the state’s hyperpatriots tried to 

persuade, cajole, and, sometimes, even threaten potential voters to choose wisely. They 

knew that the nation’s eyes were firmly fixed on Wisconsin. The tension and fear that 

underlined many of the self-described patriots’ statements, especially as the election 

moved closer, illustrated their lack of confidence in Wisconsin voters and their 

awareness that those who appeared patriotic in action, possibly due to the effects of the 

Espionage Act, may not have been in thought. In their anxious rhetoric, loyalists 
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wondered if these phantom patriots would show their true colors in the anonymity of 

the ballot box. While the final outcome did not represent their worst fears, it was more 

ambiguous than the black and white answer the state’s hyperpatriots had hoped for and 

in its aftermath, they struggled to interpret the result.   

      *** 

Not only did Wisconsin elect a new U.S. Senator on April 2, but Milwaukee also 

held its biennial election for mayor the same day. Concerns that swirled around the 

senatorial race were also apparent in the mayoral race. In both cases, a Socialist ran for 

the seat, a cause of apprehension among the state and the city’s loyal patriots. The 

difference being that the Milwaukee Socialist, Daniel Webster Hoan, Jr., had been the 

incumbent since his election to mayor in 1916. Hoan, along with the first Socialist mayor 

Emil Seidel (elected in 1910), had shown Milwaukee residents how their city could be 

run free of corruption and graft, the existing state of affairs when Milwaukee elected 

Seidel. By the spring of 1918, however, the city’s loyalist patriots could not stomach the 

idea of a Socialist leading Milwaukee, a city already under a cloud of alleged disloyalty. 

American Socialists generally believed that the Great War in Europe was created by 

capitalists to make a profit and not one to make the world safe for democracy; ideas the 

city’s patriots saw as dangerous to the war effort. Hoan’s detractors agreed that the 

mayor had improved the city substantially and had done everything possible to further 

the war effort, but his Socialist beliefs disqualified him from being a “loyal” American, 

and they actively fought against his re-election. In many ways, anxiety over the outcome 

of the Milwaukee mayoral election mirrored, although on a smaller scale, the concerns 

about the senatorial campaign. 
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 Hoan’s journey to Milwaukee mayor had not been inevitable. He had been born 

during 1881 in Waukesha, a summer resort town known for its spring water, to parents 

who ran a boarding house, while his father also worked as a blacksmith. When Daniel 

was eight, his mother left the family and shortly afterward his parents divorced, leaving 

Daniel Sr. to raise the four Hoan children. Daniel idolized his father, who was a strong 

advocate of labor rights and an early member of the Populist Party. Daniel Sr. even hid 

Socialist Alfred Parsons on his property for six weeks, after Parsons was accused of 

participating in Chicago’s 1886 Haymarket bombing that killed seven policemen. 

Parsons eventually turned himself in and, after a lengthy trial, was convicted and hung. 

Until Daniel Sr.’s death in 1895, the father and son frequently discussed the legitimacy 

of the Parsons case and both strongly believed the Socialist had not deserved his fate. 

Following his father’s death, Hoan worked for several years as a cook in Milwaukee 

restaurants, but at the turn of the century decided to pursue a college degree, despite 

having only an eighth-grade education. In 1901, he entered the University of Wisconsin, 

where he distinguished himself as a student, especially as an orator. After graduating in 

1905, Hoan moved to Chicago and opened a restaurant. When that failed, he found work 

at a law firm that handled labor cases. While there, he became inspired to pursue a law 

degree at the Chicago Kent College of Law. In 1908 he passed the bar exam in Illinois 

and Wisconsin.357  

 Hoan admitted that he had been afflicted at an early age with a “political 

virus.”358 Although inclined to join the Socialist Party, he decided, while he still lived in 
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Chicago, to research the two main political parties first by visiting their party 

headquarters, listening to speeches, and attending debates. He concluded they reeked 

with corruption and were “damnably crooked.”359 By the time he left for college, Hoan 

had become an active member of the Socialist party. Milwaukee Socialists, including 

Victor Berger, had had their eye on the up-and-coming party member and in June 1908 

encouraged him to move to Milwaukee and open a law practice there. For years, Hoan 

had admired Clarence Darrow and his support of the labor movement. Once in 

Milwaukee, Hoan emulated the eminent attorney by focusing on labor cases. He worked 

closely with the Wisconsin State and American Federations of Labor and helped draft 

Wisconsin’s workmen’s compensation act. In 1910, Milwaukee’s Socialist Party decided 

Hoan was ready to run for city attorney in the spring municipal elections. 

 Milwaukee had suffered under a corrupt government, led by Democrats, for 

decades and by 1910 its citizens seemed ready for a new approach. Once the election 

results had been counted, not only had Milwaukee elected the Socialist Daniel Hoan city 

attorney, but Socialists filled all of Milwaukee’s municipal seats, including mayor, city 

comptroller, and city treasurer, as well as 21 of the 25 open aldermen positions. This was 

the first time in American history that Socialists had control of a city government. 

Milwaukee’s support of Socialists repeated itself in the fall of 1910, when one of the city’s 

two congressional districts elected Victor Berger to represent it in the U.S. House of 

Representatives and sent twelve Socialists to the state assembly and two to the state 

senate. Socialists had won by emphasizing their support of the working man and their 
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desire to run a clean government. For the next four years, Hoan earned the respect of 

Milwaukee residents, often by challenging powerful public utilities and winning. 

 When the United States entered the European War, Hoan had been Milwaukee’s 

mayor for a year. During that time, he had had to fight his opponents on the city council, 

who at first refused to confirm any of his appointments to head city offices, as well as 

powerful businessmen, who did not agree with his Socialist approach to government. 

Decades later, Hoan told his biographer that he always believed in the philosophy of 

Socialism, but felt it “had to be tempered to fit into the American idealism of the 

Constitution,” which meant not adhering too closely to the writings of Karl Marx. To 

that end, his proposals usually focused on measures that improved life for everybody, 

such as better public schools, new playgrounds, clean water supplies, and efficient 

sewage removal. His “real enemies—the real opponents to good, clean government,” he 

quickly learned, “were the people with lots of money,” who usually lived outside 

Milwaukee, but had businesses in it. These enemies began describing him derogatorily 

as a “sewer Socialist,” when he emphasized practical and pragmatic issues over 

backroom politicking. Hoan did not like this epithet, but historians have since used it to 

describe the type of American Socialism practiced by Daniel Hoan.360 

 Hoan did not attend the Socialist convention in St. Louis the week President 

Wilson and Congress declared war, as did his fellow Milwaukee Socialist Victor Berger. 

He was not interested in supporting a platform that “damn[ed] everything about the 

war,” although he did believe Wilson should have kept America out of the “capitalist 

war.” Instead, he looked for efficient ways to co-ordinate Milwaukee’s war efforts, 
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beginning with draft registration in June 1917. Shortly after war was declared, Wheeler 

Bloodgood, in his role as chairman of the Wisconsin Defense League, asked Hoan to 

share his war effort ideas with the organization’s executive committee. Impressed with 

Hoan’s idea to create a county Council of Defense, one that would represent all the 

county’s residents regardless of party, religion, ethnicity, or socio-economic status, the 

committee charged Hoan and Bloodgood to inform the state Council of Defense of their 

decision to put Hoan’s plan into action. On April 30, 1917, the newly formed Milwaukee 

County Council of Defense elected Hoan to be chairman and Bloodgood to be vice-

chairman. 

Over most of the next year, Hoan and Bloodgood, not natural allies, worked well 

together and Bloodgood frequently praised Hoan’s war work, but when Hoan decided to 

run for mayor as the incumbent in 1918 on a Socialist platform, Bloodgood had a change 

of heart. The break between the two men occurred in late February, when Milwaukee 

Socialists met to endorse Hoan as the party’s mayoral candidate and write a platform 

that had echoes of the St. Louis Socialist manifesto from the year before, including this 

statement: 

The American people did not want and do not want this war. They were plunged 
into the abyss by the treachery of the ruling class of the country—its demagogic 
agitators, its bought press, its sensational photoplays [movies], its lying 
advertisements, and other purchasable instruments of public expression.361 
 

When Hoan embraced this platform, Bloodgood called a meeting of the Milwaukee 

County Council of Defense administrative committee for the purpose of insisting Hoan 
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step down as chairman of the Council and discontinue his race for mayor. In a statement 

to the committee, Bloodgood implied Hoan’s continued governance of the city and the 

Council would lead Milwaukee to a fate similar to Russia’s.362  

On March 11, 1918, Bloodgood and other members of the administrative 

committee let the mayor know there would be a meeting of the Council three days later 

where Hoan could either resign or be removed as the chairman of the Council. Hoan 

demanded the committee provide “a single instance in which I had failed to aid the 

government in the persecution of this war,” knowing that they could not.363 He accused 

the committee of having a political anti-Socialist motive, since they were unable to 

attack his work. Hoan also reminded committee members that he had organized the 

Council to represent all residents of the city, not just one political party or voice. 

Bloodgood replied: 

We were all ready to drop politics and did so until the Socialist city platform was 
adopted and the mayor announced that he stood on it. We all stood with him on 
every economic demand and in everything he thought wise...I went to 
Washington to say goodby [sic] to my sons who were leaving for the front. When 
I came back I found you [Hoan], whom I had defended, standing on a platform 
saying that my sons were criminals…I cannot believe that you realize the meaning 
and consequences of that platform. You are too kind-hearted, too big a man to 
believe it. You can not stand on that plank in the Socialist city platform and stay 
on this council.364 

On March 14, the committee voted sixteen to five to remove Hoan from the 

chairmanship. Only the Socialists on the committee had supported the mayor. Hoan 

responded he would step down as chairman, but continue to be an active supporter of 
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the war effort in his role as mayor. He added that Milwaukee voters would not be 

pleased with the committee’s action and evidence of this displeasure “will be presented 

to you on the second day of April [the day of the mayoral election].”365 For the next two 

weeks, Milwaukee’s hyperpatriots did everything in their power to convince Milwaukee’s 

electorate that Hoan’s acceptance of the Socialist platform made him incapable of being 

an effective and competent mayor during wartime. As the election drew closer, they 

became confident that Milwaukee would vote their way. They were in for a surprise.  

*** 

 Meanwhile, the Senatorial race to replace Paul Husting had also heated up. A few 

days after Husting’s death, Governor Philipp announced his intention to appoint a 

temporary replacement to the late Senator’s seat until the next election in November 

1918, rather than hold an earlier election. Philipp had learned that, although the U.S. 

Constitution required vacancies be filled by election, a governor could fill an empty 

congressional seat if the state legislature gave him permission. On October 31, 1917, the 

governor stated that he would call a special session of the state legislature and ask its 

members to give him the ability to do just that. In his statement, Philipp suggested that 

an earlier election would provide pacifists and anti-war propagandists an excuse to 

advocate their position. He also spoke of the cost, estimating the state would spend 

around $200,000 to hold a state election; a cost the state would have to repeat for the 

November 1918 elections.366 When the Secretary of the Loyalty Legion George Kull 

travelled to counties in east central Wisconsin, a portion of which he described as “pro-
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German as hell,” to organize county chapters of the Loyalty Legion, he found the 

predominant “sentiment in favor of the Philipp plan to appoint a U.S. senator” rather 

than holding a special election.367 

 Not everyone agreed with the governor’s choice, however. Secretary of the 

Wisconsin Patriotic Press Walter S. Goodland summed up the views of the hyperpatriots 

in a letter to the state’s newspaper editors, “The people of Wisconsin will be damned as 

cowardly and afraid to put their loyalty to the test if they do not demand a special 

election for United States senator.”368 A few days later, a Milwaukee Journal editorial 

reinforced Goodland by stating, “The only way that there can be a showdown on 

Americanism in Wisconsin is by a political fight.” Those not willing to fight, the editorial 

suggested, were “like poor, weak women who…choose what they think is the easiest 

way.”369 Around the same time, newspaper commentator and ardent hyperpatriot Ellis 

Usher argued Philipp’s reasons for avoiding an election did not hold up. Usher noted 

that Philipp had frequently spoken of the depth of Wisconsin’s loyalty. With such a loyal 

population, Usher argued, any agitation by pacifists or anti-war propagandists should 

have a negligible effect. As to the cost, Usher thought a vigorously contested election 

would do quite a lot to improve “state unity and patriotic uplift,” making it worth any 

expense involved.370 On the other side of the political divide, Progressives, who 

generally did not trust the governor, also opposed a senatorial appointment by 
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Philipp.371 The Racine Journal, on the other hand, warned hyperpatriots to consider the 

consequences of an election, which it warned could lead to a supporter of Senator 

Robert La Follette or Victor Berger winning the Senate seat.372 

 While most national newspapers in late 1917 did not show much interest in 

Husting’s replacement, the Chicago Daily Tribune made sure its readers knew that it 

considered the issue a matter of nationwide concern. The stakes were high, it argued, 

since only by electing a senator similar to Paul Husting could Wisconsin save its good 

name, as well as demonstrate its “[intent] to adhere to this union” and not secede. 

Wisconsin already seemed weakened by La Follette, its German population, and large 

rural population, the newspaper editorialized, making it the best place for the enemy “to 

drive the entering wedge” into the United States and an ideal base for enemy operations.  

Only by electing a loyal senator, the Tribune concluded, could Wisconsin demonstrate 

its loyalty, renounce separatism, and “purge itself of the La Follette stain.”373 

 After a delay of two months, Philipp finally agreed to call a special session of the 

state legislature to vote on war-related issues, including finding a replacement for 

Husting, and set the date for reconvening on February 19.374 At the same time, he made 

it clear that he intended to stand firm on his request to appoint a temporary senator. 

State legislators, probably influenced by the rhetoric of Wisconsin’s loyalists, did not 

take long, only two days after assembling, to deny the governor his wish. Philipp 
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immediately declared that elections would be held, “against his will,” with a primary on 

March 19 and the general election on April 2. He also announced that he would have 

appointed U.S. Representative Irvine Lenroot in Husting’s place.375 

*** 

 While Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots pushed for an election to replace Senator 

Husting, they were also taking other steps to promote the cause of loyalty in the state. At 

the time of its formation, the Loyalty Legion had made “patriotic education” one of its 

priorities. As one member wrote, the Legion needed “to attack this ulcer [of disloyalty] 

that has broken out amongst us in the only sensible manner, that is by a counter 

campaign of education.” While the Legion used speaking tours and mass meetings as a 

way to get its message out, they also relied heavily on the dissemination of literature. At 

first, they used materials provided by the National Security League, the YMCA, and the 

Red Cross, but eventually became the official Wisconsin distributor of pamphlets and 

flyers produced by the Committee of Public Information.376  

Since the Loyalty Legion feared that Socialist and “pro-German” propaganda 

could easily sway the working classes, their education became a top priority. As the 

Legion’s Speakers Bureau Director Thomas J. Mahon stated in a letter to the Legion’s 

executive committee chairman, William A. Hayes, “Let us convert our people to our 

cause. Let us make our cause touch the heart and soul of those whose minds cannot 

comprehend…the difference between autocracy and democracy.” He went on to urge the 
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Legion to open its arms to those from all walks of life; to not just be a top down 

organization, but one also formed “from seed sown in common clay.”377 Even before 

Mahon wrote his letter, Andrew R. McDonald, a locomotive engineer living in South 

Kaukauna (Winnebago Co.), had written to the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and 

Enginemen in Cleveland, Ohio, at the behest of the Legion’s executive committee, asking 

if leading members of his union would come to Wisconsin and give patriotic speeches. 

McDonald mentioned in his letter to the Brotherhood’s assistant president that 

Wisconsin’s working class would “place a great deal more confidence in you [another 

member of the working class] and will be much more apt to be guided by your advice 

than they would by a speaker of another class.”378  

 Besides fearing for Wisconsin’s working class, the Loyalty Legion also showed a 

great concern for the patriotic education of the state’s schoolchildren. Loyalty and 

patriotism, Legion members insisted, had to be part of the school curriculum. They first 

focused on improving loyalty education in the schools of Milwaukee, the Legion’s 

hometown. Except for five Socialists, including Meta Berger, Victor Berger’s wife, on the 

Milwaukee school board, the remaining ten members were open to the Legion’s 

suggestions. As one school board member contended, “The schools are the bulwark of 

the nation. They should make American citizens. They should teach loyalty.”379 Since the 

Legion believed the board should have all high school teachers and students sign a 

loyalty pledge, they submitted their version of one to the school board at its October 23 

                                                           
377 Thomas J. Mahon (Milwaukee) to William A. Hayes and Walter S. Goodland (Milwaukee), November 7, 1917, 

WLL papers, Box 1 correspondence, WHS. 
378 Andrew R. McDonald (S. Kaukauna) to Timothy Shea (Cleveland, OH), November 3, 1917, WLL papers, Box 1 

correspondence, WHS. 
379 “Schools to Help Teach Loyalty,” Milwaukee Journal, October 24, 1917, 8. 



180 

 

meeting. The board agreed that a loyalty pledge would be appropriate, but its members 

did not think an outside body should write it and turned the assignment of producing 

one over to the city’s school superintendent, Milton C. Potter. At the same meeting, the 

board approved the daily singing of an American patriotic song at each Milwaukee 

school and encouraged the dispersal of patriotic documents provided by the United 

States government among Milwaukee students. The Milwaukee Journal felt sorry for 

Potter when they learned his pledge not only had to express the signer’s loyalty, but also 

had to be careful “not to breed hate among school children.” The newspaper could not 

imagine he would come up with a pledge much different from the one created by the 

Legion.380 

The Loyalty Legion also made clear it would not condone enemy aliens as 

teachers in the Milwaukee school system. John S. Stover, the Legion’s director of public 

relations, led this charge in late October 1917, when he insisted Miss Gertrude L. Reinke, 

a Milwaukee grade school teacher for eighteen years, be dismissed from service for 

being born in Germany and remaining “a citizen of the imperial German empire.” Stover 

announced, “Only an American citizen should have the care of the morals and 

patriotism of our little children.” When the Milwaukee Journal interviewed Miss Reinke 

about the call for her expulsion, she explained that her family arrived in the United 

States when she was only thirteen months old and she had always considered herself a 

loyal American citizen.381 Superintendent Potter supported her position by describing 

Reinke as an “accidental alien,” as were most of the “aliens” teaching in Milwaukee 
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schools, eleven, of which, had been born in Germany. He added he would not have 

allowed these men and women to remain in the school system if they showed any 

indication of being pro-German.382 When Stover and the Loyalty Legion continued to 

push for Reinke’s removal, Potter suggested she sign a loyalty pledge prepared by the 

Legion.383 This must have worked, since Reinke remained a Milwaukee school teacher 

into the 1940s. She became a naturalized citizen in 1921. 

The Loyalty Legion also looked for ways to insert itself into the teaching of loyalty 

and patriotism in schools throughout the state, not just in Milwaukee. On January 9, 

1918, the Legion sent a letter to school superintendents of twenty-one Wisconsin cities 

asking their opinion about organizing a Junior Loyalty Legion, one that would charge 

dues.384 The response was not favorable. The superintendents who replied made clear 

they believed in incorporating patriotic instruction into their school day, but either felt 

they had already implemented appropriate programs (Fond du Lac schools had the 

Junior Patriotic League and Beloit the Junior Red Cross) or would prefer to pick 

programs that could be adapted to the local situation rather than ones provided by a 

“state central authority.” In the end, the superintendents did not think Wisconsin 

schools needed a Junior Loyalty Legion, especially since they were already swamped 
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with ideas for patriotic activities and demands on student’s money to pay for them. The 

Legion quietly dropped the idea.385 

By late November 1917, the Milwaukee Journal wanted the Loyalty Legion to do 

more than promote loyalty through education; the Legion’s duty, the newspaper’s 

editors insisted, must include the suppression of disloyalty. Loyal citizens had to expose 

and punish traitors, slackers, and other “unworthy individuals.”386 This rhetoric of 

“punishment” and “suppression” began in the fall of 1917 and ratcheted up significantly 

at the beginning of 1918. One of the earliest examples of this language in print appeared 

on the back of the Wisconsin Loyalty Legion membership cards. Shortly after the 

Legion’s formation in September 1917, the organization printed these cards, which listed 

their goals, including number five, “To seek out and bring traitors to punishment.” The 

Milwaukee Journal also began to focus on the need to punish the disloyal with one of 

the earliest examples occurring in a September 5 editorial that concluded, “Time 

will…result in the punishment of those who have been false both to the nation and to 

men of their own blood.”387 The Journal repeated this idea about two weeks later in one 

of its editorials stating America’s “Benedict Arnolds…should be hunted out and 

punished remorselessly for their treachery.”388 

When the Milwaukee Journal, the Loyalty Legion, and other hyperpatriots spoke 

of punishing traitors in the winter of 1917 and spring of 1918, they were referring to 
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shaming or the handing out of legal penalties by local, state, or federal governments. By 

the end of 1917, the Milwaukee Journal editors were encouraging patriotic citizens to 

aid the federal government in the discovery, exposure, and punishment of traitors. 

Milwaukee resident Dennis Scholl reinforced this emphasis when he wrote to the 

newspaper, “Every disloyal remark heard should be noted and reported to the proper 

authorities…The constitution of this country must act fair to all and give each individual 

what is coming to him.”389 While hyperpatriots wanted all patriotic citizens in 

Wisconsin reporting traitors to government authorities, the Journal believed that the 

Loyalty Legion was the best organization to work with federal government agencies 

towards the goal of destroying the state’s disloyal element, “root, branch and body.”390  

Around the same time discussion of punishing traitors appeared in the Journal, 

its editors realized that “Measures to prevent treasonable acts and to throttle 

treasonable utterances will of course be denounced as a manifestation of Prussianism” 

(i.e. seen as undemocratic and/or unconstitutional).391 When complaints did arise about 

governmental agencies suppressing freedom of speech, the Journal explained there was 

a difference between speech liberty and speech license. According to the newspaper, the 

former was protected under the First Amendment of the Constitution, but the latter, 

described as a “license to criticize, condemn, and do inestimable harm” to the United 

States, was not. The editors insisted that “the government” must make the suppression 

of those “yellow-streaked curs,” who hid behind a freedom-of-speech “smoke screen,” its 
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absolute priority.392 Despite contending that the suppression of disloyalty had to be left 

to government agencies, the Journal’s editors did hint that there would be “a reckoning” 

one day, when disloyal cowards would be “shamed for all time to come,” while others 

might experience even more disastrous consequences.393 

In the spring of 1918, a number of local organizations, along with Governor 

Philipp, attempted to strengthen local and state sedition laws by enhancing their 

punishments. Milwaukee Alderman John Kroener, a member of the city’s common 

council judiciary committee, wanted, for example, to increase the maximum fine for 

disorderly conduct, including any “derogatory and insulting remarks about the 

American flag, the government and the president,” from $25 to $250. Socialist 

alderman John Doerfler, Jr. denounced the proposed ordinance, calling it “camouflage 

patriotism.” Fines, Doerfler insisted, would not stop the rare unpatriotic remarks made 

by Milwaukee residents and could possibly have unintended results. In spite of 

Doerfler’s statements and an attempt to postpone the vote, the committee passed the 

resolution on to the city common council, which voted the ordinance into law a few 

weeks later. Mayor Hoan vetoed it immediately. The ordinance, he argued, did not 

punish those who were the most disloyal—the millionaire who sold rotten beef to 

soldiers, or the capitalist who supplied shoddy clothes to the military, or the man who 

was making 500 percent more profit during the war than before it. He also resented “the 

imputation which this ordinance casts upon our city.” The Socialists on the council 
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voted as a block, along with one nonpartisan alderman, to sustain Hoan’s veto, and the 

matter was dismissed.394 

By early February, an interest in passing state sedition laws emerged. The Oneida 

County Council of Defense adopted a resolution calling for the passage of state laws to 

punish the utterance of seditious or disloyal remarks. They asked that the legislature’s 

special session called by Governor Philipp consider this resolution.395 Although Philipp 

had reservations about sedition laws, he saw their need and had state Senator Timothy 

Burke prepare two bills, one to prohibit inciting insurrection or sedition and to prohibit 

the advocating of disloyalty towards the national or state governments and, a second to 

prohibit the interference or discouragement of enlistments in the army or navy. Philipp 

was adamant, however, that the laws should “not mean that there may not be criticism 

of the government,” nor should they interfere with any reasonable exercise of the 

freedoms of speech, of the press, or of the right to assemble.396  

The Milwaukee Journal, despite being “in favor of any righteous move that will 

promote loyalty,” could not support Philipp’s state sedition law. The newspaper argued, 

“The state government has done precious little to discourage unpatriotic activity…It has 

been so unwise that one naturally balks at giving it additional powers.” Disingenuously, 

the paper referred to the “state government,” but one could read between the lines to see 

the Democrat-inclined paper’s concern focused on the Republican governor, who they 
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feared would use the powers of the sedition law for personal or political ends.397 On 

February 23, the state legislature killed the sedition bill prohibiting the advocating of 

disloyalty, but did pass, in a close vote, the bill prohibiting enlistment interference. The 

legislature also voted against two other Philipp-backed bills related to the war effort. 

Many saw the dismissal of three of these four bills as a repudiation of Philipp and 

predicted an early end to his political career. Philipp, still concerned about the wisdom 

of any sedition law, added a memorandum to the passed bill that stated the new law 

could not be used as a way to justify abuses of loyal citizens or limit their constitutional 

rights.398  

Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots consistently placed Philipp in a gray area of loyalty. He 

was not as disloyal as La Follette, but he clearly did not meet their requirements as a 

missionary or crusader for American loyalty or patriotism. Loyalty Legion chairman, 

William Hayes, in a speech at the Auditorium in Milwaukee, declared Americans had 

come to expect a new, higher, and single standard in public service, “The golden 

standard of an intelligent, courageous, self-sacrificing and militant loyalty to our 

national government…a loyalty with no alien squint.”399 To the state’s hyperpatriots, 

Philipp did not meet this standard. As the Journal explained, the governor had not “set 

a shining example of militant and uncompromising patriotism,” but neither had the 

Republican party of Wisconsin, which for decades had dominated the state.400 The party 

had not only produced the disloyal La Follette (a Progressive Republican) and the 
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disappointing Philipp (a Stalwart Republican), the Journal argued, but also a state 

legislature incapable of “affirming the state’s loyalty to the nation’s cause.” The party, it 

suggested, was “bankrupt in militantly patriotic leadership,” and its central committee 

needed to find ways to attract “militant patriots.”401 

“Militant patriotism,” which hints of order, authority, and punishment, became 

the catchword for the state’s loyalists at the beginning of 1918. At a mass meeting held in 

Milwaukee on March 22, the Wisconsin Loyalty Legion declared that “the militant 

loyalists of Wisconsin” had been assembled to give them “an opportunity to sustain 

[their country] in its great struggle.” To this end, they approved fourteen resolutions 

that included asking Congress to pass laws that would punish disloyal and seditious 

citizens by the loss of citizenship and their property, as well as assisting the American 

Protective League and other government agencies to seek out and punish all persons 

guilty of sedition.402 Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots had given themselves a name, “militant 

loyalists,” and a clearer mission. 

Possibly the best representation of militant patriotism in Wisconsin could be 

found in the Wisconsin members of the American Protective League (APL), especially 

Milwaukee resident and Loyalty Legion board member, John S. Stover.403 The APL was 
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the brainchild of Chicago advertising executive Albert Briggs, who, in March 1917, 

offered to create an organization of volunteer detectives to assist the Department of 

Justice, Bureau of Investigation’s search for agents of foreign governments or persons 

unfriendly to the Government. At the end of the month, when war seemed imminent, 

the Bureau accepted Briggs’s offer and clarified that the volunteer organization would 

supply information and assist in securing information, but would remain as confidential 

as possible and make no arrests without consulting Federal authorities first. Recruiting 

began immediately and by the time Congress declared war on Germany almost a 

hundred branches were in the early stages of being formed. Wilson and his cabinet 

supported the APL and historian Joan Jensen has suggested that by doing so America’s 

leaders “tacitly endorsed an organization which could field a legion of spies larger than 

any autocrat had ever dreamed of.”404 

The Bureau, which only had a limited number of agents in Wisconsin, a state it 

thought needed watching, used the APL to be their eyes and ears by encouraging 

neighbors to spy on neighbors. At least 170 APL operatives served in Wisconsin during 

the war, eighty-one in Milwaukee alone, although records for several western Wisconsin 

cities do not survive. Briggs recruited the earliest Wisconsin APL volunteers just as 

America looked ready to enter the European War. He travelled to Milwaukee around 

that time to meet with members of the Wisconsin Defense League (precursor to the 

Wisconsin Loyalty Legion) with the intention of discussing the formation of an APL 

                                                           
brought his Milwaukee bride to New York City, where he served as a Judge Advocate for the Maritime Affairs office 

for many years. He died in New York City on June 2, 1959. Most of this information is from Ancestry.com and from 

“Out-of-Town Wedding News,” Washington Herald (District of Columbia), December 31, 1919, 5.  
404 Joan Jensen, The Price of Vigilance (Chicago: Rand McNally & Co., 1968), 17-31. The DOJ’s Bureau of 

Investigation was the predecessor of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). 



189 

 

branch for the city. WDL officers quickly saw the wisdom in Briggs’s plan and agreed to 

appoint one of their members, attorney John S. Stover, as the head of its Milwaukee 

branch. Stover, like most APL agents, received little training and even less direction 

from the Bureau of Investigation about his new role. With limited oversight, Stover, 

along with many of his compatriots, frequently ignored privacy laws and brushed aside 

concerns about civil rights once he had a potential traitor in his crosshairs.405   

Stover became known for frequently overstepping his duties in his attempts to 

ferret out traitors and other disloyal citizens. After 

unsuccessfully trying to remove “accidental alien” 

Gertrude Reinke from the Milwaukee Public School 

system in late October 1917, Stover quickly turned his 

attention to another recalcitrant school employee. In a 

November 20 article, the Milwaukee Journal reported 

that Stover and other members of the Wisconsin Loyalty 

Legion had visited the Twenty-fifth Avenue School and 

found the principal, Theodore J. Oesau, had been remiss in his patriotic duties. Not only 

had his school neglected to fly the American flag that day, as required by order of the 

Milwaukee school board, but had not done so since the beginning of the school year. 

Stover insisted staff retrieve the flag from the basement, where it had become covered in 
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dust and dirt, and raise it in the presence of the schoolchildren. The Loyalty Legion 

contingent had to remind Oesau to remove his hat.  

Offended by Oesau’s apparent disrespect for the flag, Stover wrote letters to 

school Superintendent Potter and the Milwaukee Sentinel, alerting them to the 

situation. After learning that the school had not flown the flag because the school’s 

elderly janitor had difficulties hoisting it on its pole, the school board decided to 

reprimand Oesau, but take no other action. Sentinel reporter Charles Kennedy, who had 

received the letter about Oesau’s misdeed, accused Stover of stirring up this matter 

because the Loyalty Legion needed publicity to show they were doing something. He 

reminded Stover, “It isn’t the stars and stripes on a flagstaff but the flag in the heart that 

counts.” He asked Stover to admit his mistake, but the APL agent replied that he “had 

only called the attention of the school authorities to the facts” and did not tell them how 

to respond.406 

Stover’s actions even caused friction among those who supported the war effort. 

Milwaukee school board chairman William Pieplow, for example, accused him of using 

feverish haste, ignoring common courtesy, and subverting the aims and goals of the 

Wisconsin Loyalty Legion to “gratify his morbid desire” for publicity.  Early in the war, 

Milwaukee lawyer Erich C. Stern described Stover as a “bigoted little petty-fogging 

bureaucrat,” who routinely “bully-ragged” innocent enemy aliens. Shortly after the 

Reinke affair, the Wisconsin Loyalty Legion executive board believed they needed to 

rein in Stover. To this end, they asked the Legion’s Secretary to remind Stover that the 
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Legion was “not a punitive institution” and that he not take similar actions as an official 

representative of the Loyalty Legion. The Department of Justice agent in Milwaukee, 

Ralph Izard, also made it clear that he was not pleased with Stover’s work. By the fall of 

1917, even APL founder Briggs wanted Stover removed from the organization. This 

never happened. National APL Director Charles Frey acknowledged at the time that  

Stover’s brother being the U.S. District Attorney in Milwaukee was the only reason he 

was not removed, although the fact that by late 1917 Stover was being less aggressive 

may have also played a role in preventing his ouster. 407 With his new attitude, the 

Wisconsin Loyalty Legion again felt comfortable sending him information about 

potential traitors until he left for Washington, DC in September 1918 to work for the 

Judge Advocate General’s office.408 

While APL agents, like John Stover, generally reported minor indiscretions that 

rarely resulted in any official action, Department of Justice officials did identify a 

handful of Wisconsin citizens they felt needed to be punished to the full extent of the 

law. William Gessert, a farmer from Rhine Township in Sheboygan County, was one of 

those citizens. Gessert had been born in Rhine to German parents. He married in 1893 

and with his wife had seven children, including two boys, Benjamin and John Henry, 

who were 23 and 22 respectively in 1917—perfect ages for the army. Both boys had 

registered for the draft in June 1917, even though their father had adamantly stated 
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neither would go to war. When the Second District Draft Board ordered John to report 

for a physical exam in November 1917, Gessert refused to let him go, a clear violation of 

the 1917 Espionage Act. When secret service agents and a Department of Justice agent 

followed up on John’s failure to report, Gessert told them, “Not his sons, nor any 

members of his family could enter the army service against Germany.” Wilson was 

wrong to send this country to war against Germany, he continued, because Germany 

was “right in this war and the Germans are good people.” Gessert also could not see 

“why his son should fight against Germany for $30 per month when he could just as well 

be earning $50 working on a neighbor’s farm.” He later told his Lutheran minister that 

if the Germans invaded the United States, “he and his boys 

and all his family would be out to fight,” but he would not 

send them overseas. Once Department of Justice officials 

showed up, however, Gessert let John take the physical 

exam, which he passed easily. John then learned he would be 

leaving for camp a few days later. When he did not show up 

on the appointed day, Wednesday, November 28, the Board decided to give him a 

twenty-four-hour grace period. After that expired, the local chief of police visited the 

Gessert farm on Sunday, December 2, hoping to persuade William to let John join the 

army. Gessert made it very clear that this would never happen. His son, he declared, 

would enter the army “over his dead body.” Not wanting to invite trouble or bloodshed, 

the police chief turned the Gessert affair over to federal authorities.409 
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Late in the morning of Thursday, December 6, a Deputy U.S. Marshal, a 

Department of Justice agent, and the police chief arrived at the Gessert home to arrest 

William and John, but soon found themselves in an intense and bloody fight. Gessert 

attacked the visitors, when they forced themselves into his home, by striking the 

marshal in the eye with his fist and a moment later grabbing the DOJ agent by the 

throat. The agent responded by pounding Gessert’s head with his billy club, which broke 

into pieces. Gessert then called for his two older boys to help. After one of them hit the 

marshal with a wooden stick, the DOJ agent got Gessert’s sons under control by drawing 

his revolver. In the midst of the melee, Gessert grasped an iron clock weight and 

slammed it down on the marshal’s head. When the agent turned his revolver on the 

farmer, Gessert surrendered, along with Benjamin and John. Once the federal agents 

had the three men locked up in the local prison, they immediately sent John to Fort 

Sheridan in Illinois, told Benjamin to go home and do his chores, and made plans to 

take Gessert to Milwaukee to be imprisoned and tried in a court of law. However, 

Gessert, who the marshal described as “a large, powerful man, square of shoulder and 

swarthy of complexion,” still had some fight in him. When the marshal tried to place 

handcuffs on Gessert, he attacked again. In the end, the marshal needed seven more 

men to subdue him. Gessert remained in jail for two weeks before being released on a 

$5000 bail. The army decided not to court martial John, believing his father had forced 

him to disobey orders, and mustered him into Co. F, 28th Infantry. Within a few months, 

John arrived in France and eventually saw action.410 
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Gessert’s trial lasted two days, February 13-14, 1918, and during his time on the 

stand, he denied telling his son not to report to the Draft Board or fighting with the 

federal agents. Even though Gessert admitted he had not purchased Liberty Bonds or 

supported the Red Cross, he still spoke of his loyalty for America, “the land of his birth.” 

This last statement caught many in the courtroom by surprise, since Gessert needed a 

German translator to help him understand much of the proceedings. In fact, the judge, 

before sending the jury out to deliberate, seemed to describe him as one of the “foreign 

born whose hearts are not with this nation in the time of war.” After deliberating for 

several hours, the jury found Gessert guilty of only three of the seven counts and 

recommended leniency in sentencing. For his crime of obstructing the enlistment 

service, Gessert could have received up to twenty years in prison or a $10,000 fine or 

both. While the judge noted, “this crime was treasonable in its nature and treason is the 

greatest crime of which a man may be guilty,” he felt sorry for the farmer and his family. 

He refused to issue a fine, believing it would hurt Gessert’s family more than him, but 

added the “jury had no right to squirm in its judgment” and sentenced Gessert to five 

years at Fort Leavenworth. The next day Gessert, accompanied by the marshal he had 

attacked, left for the Kansas prison.411 

The Milwaukee Journal described the Gessert incident as one of “grave import” 

that “every patriotic man and woman should ponder earnestly.” The Journal did not 
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blame the Gesserts for their behavior, but instead saw them as the tools and weapons of 

the pacifists and German Socialists who had been active in Sheboygan County, “a center 

of German agitation since the outbreak of the war.” These agitators, the Journal 

asserted, had the press and the pulpit flood the county with pro-German propaganda 

that called the war a capitalistic conspiracy and denounced the government. Worried 

that violent behavior like the Gesserts could lead to even more deplorable occurrences, 

the Journal urged its readers to keep the peace and respect the law. As the paper noted, 

“Better orderly action now than violence later.” Still, its editors were aware that 

situations like the one in Sheboygan County tried men’s patience and “the breaking 

point could come at any time.”412 This emphasis on a peaceful approach to disloyalty 

would last until the spring of 1918. 

*** 

 In spite of the statewide press coverage of the Gessert incident, the Sheboygan 

County farmer was insignificant when compared to the leading disloyal Wisconsinite, 

Senator Robert M. La Follette, who militant patriots around the state and country still 

believed should be severely punished for his long list of anti-war statements. As W.J. 

Kershaw, a member of the Loyalty Legion, declared in early November 1917, “There is 

no need to waste time with small fry. La Follette would be the leader of the state’s 

disloyal element whether he wants to or not.”413 After the Senator’s misreported 

assertion in September 1917 that America had no grievances against Germany, 

Wisconsin loyalists, while impatiently waiting for the U.S. Senate to expel him for 
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seditious statements, intensified their reprimands and castigations of La Follette in both 

words and actions.  

   Beginning in the fall of 1917, the outpouring of disgust for La Follette among 

Wisconsin’s self-identified patriots rose to new levels. As mentioned in the last chapter, 

at least five organizations wrote Senator Paul Husting, before his premature death, to 

say they had passed resolutions condemning La Follette and demanding his ouster from 

the Senate. Most of these organizations were chapters of the Council of Defense or the 

Loyalty Legion. On October 10, 1917, the state Council of Defense issued its own 

statement condemning La Follette’s opposition to the war and demanding he resign as 

U.S. Senator. 414 Two months later in a more vivid testimonial of La Follette’s 

unpopularity, fifteen members of the Phi Psi fraternity at the University of Wisconsin 

burned the senator in effigy after attending a mass meeting in the university gym where 

faculty and students agreed to launch a local chapter of the Loyalty Legion. The 

fraternity brothers marched in lock step in the midst of a snowstorm to the “hanging 

bee,” which consisted of performing an Indian war dance, while another member 

hoisted a dummy of La Follette over a football goal post and touched a match to it.415 In 

another blow to the senator, at the very end of 1917, the Madison Club, after a seven to 

two vote, expelled La Follette from its membership, a result of his “unpatriotic conduct 

and having given aid and comfort to the enemy.”416 
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In an attempt to remain non-partisan, the Loyalty Legion decided not to 

participate in the attacks on La Follette. According to the secretary of the Madison 

chapter, the Legion should not be seen as an organization “designed to further the 

political ambitions” of partisan politicians or one that took sides between the Stalwarts 

and Progressives in the split Republican Party.417 For a few months of its existence, the 

Legion did accept petitions from around the state that denounced La Follette and passed 

them along to Wisconsin’s U.S. Representatives. In October 1917, the Legion decided to 

stop this particular practice, much to the disgust of board member Benjamin Carter of 

Menomonie (Dunn County). On October 31, Carter wrote a fellow member of his 

amazement that the Legion would be afraid to renounce Senator La Follette, “a Benedict 

Arnold to our country,” especially when “our state is the Benedict Arnold state…in the 

eyes of the Country.” Carter offered his resignation with the comment, “I love my 

country too well to affiliate with any organization where the people question their 

sincerity.”418 This did not mean that the Loyalty Legion avoided discussion of punishing 

the disloyal. In February 1918, a special committee of the Legion issued a report on how 

to check “Kaiserism” and disloyalty in Wisconsin. Among its suggestions, the committee 

believed the state should create more onerous penalties for disloyalty, including 

imprisonment.419   

While the Loyalty Legion passed on censoring La Follette, the state legislature did 

not. When Wisconsin’s Senate and Assembly reconvened on February 19, 1918, per 
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Governor Philipp’s request, Republican Party assemblymen set to work drafting a 

Loyalty Resolution that made clear Wisconsin stood “second to no state in the union” in 

meeting the demands in the current struggle and that the Republican Party would not 

“shirk its duties as loyal citizens to its country.”420 While the legislators easily agreed 

with this statement, some wanted the resolution to disavow La Follette. To this end, 

Assemblyman John F. Donnelly from Milwaukee offered an amendment that 

condemned La Follette and the nine U.S. Representatives from Wisconsin who had 

voted against America’s entrance in the war. According to the Wisconsin State Journal, 

Donnelly “delivered a scathing speech” declaring, “A man is either loyal to this country 

or he is a traitor to the country.” Charles Rosa, a Beloit Republican who supported La 

Follette, reminded the Assembly that they had passed a resolution the year before 

petitioning the president to keep the United States out of war. Were they also traitors? 

Rosa wondered. The Assembly voted later the same day and passed the Loyalty 

Resolution 79 to 11, but not the Donnelly amendment, which was defeated 76 to 15.421 

This, however, was not the last attempt by the Wisconsin legislature to “score,” as many 

papers described it, or censure La Follette. The Senate now had its turn. 

On Saturday, February 23, 1918, the Wisconsin Senate began debating the 

Loyalty Resolution as passed by the Assembly. Again, a number of the senators worried 

that without an amendment denouncing La Follette, the resolution would be 

meaningless. Infuriated by this thought, La Follette supporter Senator Henry Huber, 
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Republican from Stoughton (Dane Co.), provided hour-long testimony on La Follette’s 

behalf just as the chair was ready to call for adjournment. Boisterous young men in the 

galleries, possibly planted there, urged him on by hissing at his opponents and wildly 

applauding when he concluded. The Journal believed Huber’s strategy backfired and 

instead of creating support for La Follette, undermined it.422 Unintentionally, the timing 

of Huber’s speech and the obnoxious reaction from the galleries appeared to have 

destroyed any positive opinions remaining among the more moderate state senators 

regarding La Follette and set the stage for the senate’s next meeting. 

On Monday evening crowds poured into the Senate chamber, filling the galleries, 

lobbies, even the president’s rostrum, expecting to see a dramatic battle—in essence, a 

court trial over Wisconsin’s and La Follette’s loyalty. Senator Roy Wilcox from Eau 

Claire, who considered himself one of Wisconsin’s militant patriots, did not disappoint. 

La Follette’s words and behavior over the past year, Wilcox declared, had appalled him. 

After the Senate passed the assembly’s Loyalty Resolution by a vote of 22 to 7, Wilcox 

suggested an amendment to it that read in part,  

We condemn Senator Robert M. La Follette and all others who have failed to see 
the righteousness of our nation’s cause…and we denounce any attitude or 
utterance of theirs which has tended…to injure Wisconsin’s fair name before the 
free peoples of the world.”  

After giving his opposition a chance to respond, Wilcox launched into a speech that the 

Journal described as teeming with patriotism and “a masterful address to an intelligent 

and representative body.” At its conclusion, the spectators burst into applause for 

several minutes. Once it died down, Wilcox called for a vote and his amendment passed 
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23 to 6.423 The Wilcox Amendment then went to the assembly, where it passed on March 

6 in a vote of 53 to 32. 

News of the Wilcox Amendment spread throughout the national press, who 

tended to applaud the actions of the Wisconsin legislators. Days after the senate passed 

the amendment, the Philadelphia Inquirer, for example, wrote that this action affirmed 

“the complete loyalty of the state,” while also regulating La Follette “to that obscurity he 

so richly deserves.” The Inquirer went on to mention La Follette’s state senate 

supporters, who talked so much and threatened so loudly that anyone who heard them 

would believe that “disloyalty was enthroned in Madison,” but concluded, “You cannot 

always judge by the noise that is made.”424 Days after the assembly passed the 

amendment the The State newspaper in Columbia, South Carolina, wrote that 

Wisconsin’s vindication was at hand and “the prospect of that event is now excellent.”425  

Despite all the vitriol aimed at him, La Follette seemed to take most of his 

vilification in stride. As his wife, Belle Case La Follette, noted at the time, “Nothing fazes 

Bob or destroys his faith in the ultimate outcome of all this malign feeling.” La Follette 

even wrote, “In the midst of this raging storm, I am withal very happy in so far as my 

own future is concerned. I would not change places with any living man on the record as 

it stands today.”426 This did not mean La Follette sat passively by while these events 

occurred. On November 9, 1917, he sued the Madison Democrat newspaper for libel and 
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repeated this action on January 12, 1918, against the Wisconsin State Journal and its 

editor Richard Lloyd Jones. A month later, he brought a libel suit against the Madison 

Club for its publically-stated comments expelling him.  

According to his biographer Nancy Unger, however, one attack in particular 

deeply affected La Follette. On January 15, 1918, following a University of Wisconsin 

faculty meeting, a petition circulated among the participants protesting against his 

utterances and actions in regards to the war, deploring his alleged failure to support the 

government in the prosecution of the war, and declaring that in these respects he had 

misrepresented his constituents. The petition circulated among the faculty for the next 

two weeks before they sent it to La Follette with a list of over four hundred faculty 

members attached.427 Unlike other attacks on him, La Follette had trouble brushing this 

one aside, especially when the university removed his picture from all university 

buildings and replaced it with an advertisement for Liberty Bonds. 

While these attacks on La Follette were reaching a crescendo, the move to expel 

him from the U.S. Senate had quickly come to a standstill. Just days before the senate 

sub-committee was to begin proceedings, its chairman met with President Wilson, who 

made it clear he would not support the removal of the Wisconsin senator from Congress. 

Wilson gave three reasons for this: 1) to do so would make La Follette a martyr for the 

cause of free speech; 2) La Follette’s opinion of the war did not represent that of the 
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majority of Wisconsinites; and, 3) his speeches aroused those to active support of the 

war when they would have normally remained passive.428 Another obvious reason for 

not going forward with the probe into La Follette’s St. Paul speech was the fact he had 

been misquoted. By the time the committee first met in late November 1917, most 

senators knew this, but because they had disliked the tenor of his speech still wanted to 

try expelling him. From the first day until its conclusion, the committee delayed and 

postponed meetings and procedures. By early February 1918, Governor Philipp, like 

many others, had become exasperated with the slow pace of the proceedings. In a 

February 4 speech, Philipp urged the Senate to give La Follette:  

A prompt and fair trial, and if it finds him guilty, should expel him from that 
body. If, on the other hand, he has committed no offense against the government, 
and in an unbiased investigation it is found that he has done nothing that 
disqualifies him as a senator or a patriotic citizen, the United States senate 
should say so and the public trial of Senator La Follette should end.429   

In spite of calls like Philipp’s, the investigation dragged on for fifteen months. 

Two weeks before the committee met for the first time, Belle La Follette had 

written her family, “No one seems to think they will really try to put him out of the 

Senate.”430 Belle’s prescience proved correct when the committee voted nine to two to 

end the investigation on December 2, 1918. On January 16, 1919, the Senate concurred, 

when it voted to dismiss the resolution calling for La Follette’s ouster. La Follette had 

left the fray over the war early in 1918, long before these votes, to care for his son Robert 

Jr., who suffered from a series of dangerous streptococcic infections throughout the 
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year.431 Although La Follette would not emerge again as a major figure in opposition to 

the war, Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots would continue to view him as the anti-war 

movement’s figurehead. Late in March, the Milwaukee Journal editorialized that the 

Republican Party, including Governor Philipp and Senator La Follette, was showing its 

ugly, party-prejudiced underbelly as the senatorial election loomed. Its editors 

prophesized a “swift and thorough” punishment for all of them, since “the Lord moves 

in a mysterious way his wonders to perform.”432  

*** 

While anti-La Follette rhetoric swirled around Wisconsin, especially in late 1917, 

a handful of Madison newspapermen concluded that the state’s hyperpatriots had based 

their La Follette hysteria on misrepresentations and lies. When America entered the 

war, these five Madison journalists and editors worked for Richard Lloyd Jones (Frank 

Lloyd Wright’s cousin), owner of the capital city’s Wisconsin State Journal, who in 1911 

had moved to Madison from New York, where he had been the editor of Collier’s 

Weekly. Since taking ownership of the Journal in an attempt to rejuvenate the 

moribund newspaper, Jones had been a strong La Follette supporter and, when war 

broke out in Europe, believed the United States should remain neutral. By late 1917, 

however, he had left his support of neutrality and La Follette behind and become an 

ardent militant patriot. As his views about the war changed, his editorials took on a 

virulent anti-La Follette tone that became so strident that these five employees, led by 

managing editor William Evjue, left to form a new newspaper aimed at Progressives, a 
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newspaper that would portray, according to them, La Follette’s words and actions 

accurately. Years later Evjue stated, “It was La Follette’s fight against the folly of World 

War I that resulted in the birth of The Capital Times.”433 Even before the Times printed 

its first issue on December 13, 1917, Madison’s hyperpatriots attempted to silence the 

paper and prevent its success. As with many of their efforts to control the war narrative 

in Wisconsin, they did not succeed. 

When war broke out in Europe, Jones took an isolationist stance regarding 

America’s role. Even after the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915, he wrote that 

America declaring war on Germany represented a “consummate folly.” Later in 1915, 

Jones spoke out against Wilson’s request to Congress for $400 million for defense.434 In 

early 1917, however, he began to modify his attitude toward America’s role in the war, as 

can be seen in his views of the American flag. During the 1916 Mexican Punitive 

Expedition, Jones had scoffed at the idea that America should go to war over insults 

made to the American flag by Mexicans in Tampico, Mexico, but by mid-February 1917, 

Jones felt compelled to write, “It’s about time that we began to fly the American flag, 

talk about the United States flag of our national honor, our national welfare, and not like 

a lot of cowed creatures who plead so piteously for peace that we lose all sense of 

justice”.435 

Jones’s support for La Follette did not dissipate so quickly. In an August 2, 1917 

editorial, he still admitted that La Follette had made many useful contributions to both 
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state and country, but added the senator’s “belief that in the main the United States is 

wrong and that to no small degree Germany is right” was not tenable. Jones continued, 

“In every utterance he makes in defense of Germany Senator La Follette…defends 

autocracy and not democracy.” Yet Jones finished with the thought that despite all the 

serious mistakes La Follette had recently made, his cumulative life’s work still kept him 

on the credit side in the balance of history.436 Two weeks later, after La Follette 

introduced a peace resolution that prohibited indemnities, territorial acquisitions and 

other advantages “by which one nation shall strengthen its power abroad at the expense 

of another nation,” Jones could no longer support the senator.437 By not punishing 

Germany for its atrocities, Jones argued, the United States might as well declare 

“murder, pillage, arson, outrage of women, and divers other crimes to be legal.” Jones 

now spoke of La Follette’s actions as ones that defended, comforted, and helped “the 

greatest criminal the world has ever known.”438 According to William Evjue, after Jones 

made several of these statements, he and four other Journal employees “could no longer 

work at the side of a man who had become so outrageously unfair to La Follette,” as well 

as “unreasonable in his criticism of people of German background.”439 Evjue believed 

Wisconsin’s big businesses controlled the hyperpatriots’ message through the Council of 

Defense and the Loyalty Legion and that Jones had come under their influence, 

especially after the Loyalty Legion’s Wisconsin Patriotic Press Association elected him 

president on September 4.440 A reward, Evjue alleged, “for his leadership in patriotic 
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news reporting and editorial declarations.” Evjue and his four compatriots resigned 

from the Journal and immediately started planning for a new Madison newspaper that 

“would be representative of the interest of the people as a whole.”441 

By mid-November, when The Capital Times looked like it might actually go to 

press, Madison’s militant patriots, but especially Jones, did everything in their power to 

suppress the new newspaper. Jones began by trying to convince his readers that the 

Times would not succeed, since the newspaper business was currently in decline and 

third newspapers in Madison had never succeeded (In 1917, Madison had two 

newspapers, the Journal and the Madison Democrat.) He went on to characterize the 

Times as politically biased by stating, “Today practically no newspapers except purely 

propaganda sheets are being born in America.”442 Other Madison hyperpatriots 

attempted to threaten the Capital Times the day before its first issue went to print by 

hanging a sign referring to the newspaper on the La Follette effigy (mentioned earlier) 

before the whole thing was burnt and by telling newsboys they would go to jail for 

selling a disloyal newspaper.443 Even the University of Wisconsin’s journalism 

department played a role in the attacks on the newspaper by preventing students from 

working as interns due to “rumors which are afloat concerning the policy of [The Capital 

Times] in regard to the war.”444 
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A more significant attack came in late November when Samuel Hopkins Adams, a 

strident hyperpatriot who worked for the New York Tribune, declared the Capital Times 

a La Follette “organ” that had been created in the 

office of La Follette’s law partner and financed by 

pro-Germans throughout the state. Adams even 

suggested that Victor Berger had been making 

appeals in his speeches to support the Capital 

Times. On December 6, 1917, Jones published 

Adams’s editorial in the Wisconsin State 

Journal.445 Since none of these assertions were 

true, Evjue believed Jones and Adams had colluded 

together to create these allegations. He made that 

clear in “A Statement to the People of Madison and Dane County,” characterizing the La 

Follette connection and the pro-German funding accusations as lies.446 A Department of 

Justice investigator looked into the latter allegation early in 1918 at the request of the 

state Council of Defense, the Madison Association of Commerce, and Madison’s two 

other newspapers and found no sign of pro-German support. Evjue published the 

investigator’s statement in the May 10, 1918, issue of the Capital Times.447 While the 

Adams and Jones attack had an aura of desperation about it, a serious threat to the 

Times’ finances arose in the early weeks of its existence. 
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Madison’s hyperpatriots tried a number of roadblocks to prevent the Capital 

Times from being successful, but their advertising boycott showed the most promise. 

During the first week of the newspaper’s existence, women wearing Red Cross uniforms 

visited Madison merchants who had purchased advertisements and suggested to them 

that advertising in a disloyal, pro-German newspaper, one supported by Senator La 

Follette, a traitor to his country, would ruin their business. Evjue and his colleagues 

responded by publishing an editorial condemning the threats made to their advertisers 

and spoke of their belief that Madison’s merchants would not “submit to blackmail and 

boycott.” Despite these attempts to mitigate the boycott, most of the merchants appear 

to have taken the threats seriously and withdrawn their advertisements. By the end of 

the Capital Times’ first week, the number of display ads had dwindled down to ten, a 

shockingly low number with Christmas only days away.448  

When the situation looked dire, State Representative Charles Rosa, who 

remained a La Follette supporter throughout the war, sent out a questionnaire to 

business and political leaders around the state asking them if they would support the 

new Progressive paper by buying stock in it or selling it to others. From the replies that 

survive, Rosa appears to have received positive responses, such as this one from 

Milwaukee attorney William Schroeder, who wrote that he admired Evjue’s nerve to 

start the Capital Times and would send him a check “to help him along.”449 State 

Representative John E. Johnson from Brandon (Fond du Lac Co.) replied he was 
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heartily in favor of the new paper and would “take stock in it,” while State 

Representative Christian N. Saugen of Eleva (Trempealeau Co.) thought he could get a 

lot of subscribers to the newspaper, since “the general feeling is that the papers are not 

telling the truth” and the Capital Times “would be what the people want.”450 With this 

support, the newspaper struggled along for the next several months. 

Evjue later wrote that he thought the first break in the boycott occurred on 

February 22, 1918, when O.K. Schubert, owner of a men’s clothing store on Wilson 

Street in Madison, took out a full-page advertisement for a “workingmen’s sale.” 

Schubert let Evjue know that the ad had led to the biggest business day he had 

experienced in twenty-two years and forced him to hire five extra clerks to handle the 

crowds. He added that many people mentioned they had seen his advertisement in the 

Capital Times. The newspaper featured Schubert’s success story on the front page of its 

next issue, above the fold. Evjue believed Schubert’s success led other, “formerly timid,” 

merchants to place ads in the struggling newspaper.451 Despite this bumpy start, the 

Capital Times remained a daily paper until 2008, when the success of the internet 

forced it to change its format to a free weekly with a daily internet presence. The failure 

of Madison’s hyperpatriots to prevent the Capital Times from flourishing would be one 

of many disappointments they experienced in 1918. A sense that they were not 

successfully converting Wisconsin’s disloyal citizens into loyal Americans would force 

local Loyalty Legions and Councils of Defense to reconsider their methods, especially in 

the way they handled and sometimes punished La Follette supporters, alleged pro-
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Germans, and Liberty Bond slackers. In the meantime, there was a Senate race they 

needed to win. 

*** 

Wisconsin’s crisis of loyalty reached its watershed moment in early spring 1918 

when the election to replace the late Senator Paul O. Husting occurred. By choosing his 

successor, many at the time thought Wisconsin would show whether it remained loyal to 

the nation or stood alone as a harborer of the disloyal and unpatriotic. Some had great 

faith in Wisconsin. The Chicago Daily Tribune, for example, noted days before the 

primary, that the election will give “Wisconsin a chance to blow this fog of doubt away 

like smoke before a gala.” The election outcome could not be in doubt, its editors 

declared, since “The heart of Wisconsin is sound to the core, and so is Wisconsin’s 

brain.” The Tribune also pointed out, “More than the collective good name of Wisconsin 

is involved.”452 The election was a national issue that newspaper editors from across the 

nation believed would determine, on one hand, where the German-American sentiment 

about the war really stood. The Milwaukee Journal made this clear in a March 16 

editorial reminding German-Americans,  

How they vote in the senatorial primaries next Tuesday and at the final election 
April 2 will reveal clearly and conclusively their attitude toward America. They 
will either confirm the confidence that fair-minded men have felt in the good 
faith and loyalty of nearly all of them or they will plead guilty to the charge 
sometimes made that they put Germany above America.453  
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On the other hand, the election, according to these editors, would decide whether the 

United States would remain a nation of forty-eight states or lose one to Germany. As the 

Colorado Springs Gazette stated on the day of the primary, “The unity of the nation in 

the cause of humanity is on trial in Wisconsin. The verdict,” they added, “is awaited with 

impressive patience.”454  

If only “loyalty” candidates had run for the Senate, a crisis would not have 

existed, but that was not to be the case. Both the Socialist Party and the pro-La Follette 

wing of the Republican Party fielded candidates, who the state’s hyperpatriots quickly 

labelled as disloyal and pro-German. The Wisconsin Loyalty Legion warned its members 

about the consequences of Wisconsin electing either candidate in a mass letter that 

averred, “The election of a pro-German [senator] would be worth many divisions to the 

Kaiser and would cost the lives of thousands of American boys.” The Legion, which 

considered itself a non-partisan organization, favoring neither Republicans nor 

Democrats, intended to focus its energies on defeating these disloyal candidates, 

primarily through “intense educational work.” The mass letter concluded by rallying its 

members to battle, declaring, “Now is the time to show whether the Loyalty Legion is a 

fighting working organization…in what will be the biggest electoral battle this state has 

ever known.”455 As much as the Legion tried to eliminate parties and politics from the 

election and create a non-partisan candidate to run against the Socialist, neither the 

Democrats nor the Republicans were willing to sacrifice their candidate to the cause. 
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Republicans dominated Wisconsin politics in 1918 and the general assumption at 

the time was that the Republican candidate would become the state’s new senator. In 

January and February, newspaper editor Francis A.R. Van Meter, a Republican living in 

New Richmond, Wisconsin, maintained a lively correspondence with Wisconsin 

Secretary of State Merlin Hull about the pending election, especially the search for an 

acceptable Republican candidate. From the beginning, Van Meter made it clear that the 

Party needed “a candidate for senator who is and always has been 100 per cent loyal---

or none at all.” One person immediately came to Van Meter’s mind, Irvine Lenroot, U.S. 

Representative (also Governor Phillip’s choice), who the editor described as “the man 

for the senatorship,” even though he later admitted, “I have never been a Lenroot man 

until very lately, but he has lately grown on me tremendously.”456 Hull agreed that 

Lenroot was “fine Senatorial timber,” but pointed out that the Congressman, who 

eventually expected to be Speaker of the House, would probably not want to jeopardize 

his position to run for senator, a race he could potentially lose. According to Hull, 

Lenroot took some convincing, but finally on February 24 he allowed the Republican 

Party to circulate his nomination papers.457 Lenroot appealed to most Stalwart 

Republicans and to the Loyalty Legion, primarily because he had been one of the two 

(out of eleven) U.S. Representatives from Wisconsin who voted with President Wilson to 

enter the European War, which to the state’s hyperpatriots placed him on the side of 

loyalty and pro-America patriotism. 
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Even though Republican Party leaders supported Lenroot, two other Republican 

candidates decided to vie for the open Senate seat. Francis McGovern, a former 

Wisconsin governor, also chose to run, along with James Thompson, a lawyer and a La 

Follette supporter, who had the endorsement of the Progressive wing of the Party, 

including Evjue’s Capital Times. Republicans immediately became concerned that 

Lenroot and McGovern would split the Stalwart Republican vote, leaving the potentially 

disloyal, pro-German candidate, Thompson, to represent the party and possibly lose to 

the Democrat. At a meeting on March 12, state party leaders successfully pressured 

McGovern to withdraw. The Chicago Daily Tribune applauded McGovern’s decision 

stating, he, “has done a conspicuous act of patriotism…[He] refused to be responsible 

for dividing the loyalist vote, and therefore unselfishly drew out and proposes to help 

Mr. Lenroot win for the honor of Wisconsin.”458 Now only Thompson remained to 

challenge Lenroot. Thompson’s platform called for “a united country to prosecute the 

war vigorously and effectively until peace shall be declared,” but his La Follette stain, 

according to the nation’s hyperpatriots, still made him dangerous.459 The Colorado 

Springs Gazette, for example, described Thompson as a “Bolshevist” and warned that 

with his candidacy “the forces of disloyalty are attempting to force down the throats of 

American people another senator of traitorous stripe to take a seat in the Upper House 

of Congress.”460 

Despite the Republican’s Party confidence that they would win the election with 

Lenroot, the Democrats still thought with a popular Democrat administration leading a 
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successful war effort, they had the best chance in a long time of claiming the senatorial 

seat. Vying for the candidacy were two Democrats, Charles McCarthy, founder of 

Wisconsin’s Legislative Reference Library and chief aide at Herbert Hoover’s Food 

Administration, and Joseph E. Davies , the first director of the Federal Trade 

Commission. Wisconsin historian Paul Glad notes that McCarthy never made it clear 

why he became a candidate but suggests McCarthy may have thought that since he was a 

favorite among farmers and organized labor, he had a chance.461 Democratic leaders 

paid little attention to his campaign and put their support firmly behind Davies, who 

President Wilson had handpicked to run in the Wisconsin election. Van Meter 

commented in a letter to Merlin Hull on the strength of Davies as the Democrat 

candidate and the attempt by his party (possibly with the help of the Loyalty Legion) to 

push him as a non-partisan candidate: 

The democrats are putting up an exceedingly strong fight under the surface for 
Joe Davies. They are working the non-partisan gag among republicans and 
putting it on a straight party basis among democrats. It is a perfectly grand little 
game and they are making some head with it, and they are putting it over in some 
localities.       

Although Van Meter did not support Democrats, he still realized Davies was a viable 

candidate, even stating that if the Republicans could not find a “100 per cent loyalty 

man” for the senatorship, he would vote for Davies. He then suggested Hull run for 

senator, saving him “the embarrassment of supporting a democrat.”462 Hull declined.463 

The non-partisan Loyalty Legion approved of Davies’s loyalty credentials, along with 
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Lenroot’s, and believed either candidate would make a loyal and patriotic senator. The 

Green Bay Press-Gazette had summed up the hyperpatriots general approval of Lenroot 

and Davies running for the Senate earlier in the month, when it suggested that the 

election of either man would allow Wisconsin to “hold up its head in self-respect and 

face the future without misgivings.”464 

 Although the Thompson candidacy worried Wisconsin’s loyalists, their primary 

concern regarding this election emerged when Victor Berger decided to run for U.S. 

Senator as the Socialist candidate. Not only had Berger refused to support the United 

States entrance into the war and written editorials in his newspaper, the Milwaukee 

Leader, that led the Postmaster General to ban his publication from using second-class 

mail, but on February 2, 1918, the Department of Justice indicted him for treason under 

the Espionage Act. The DOJ did not make the indictment public, even to Berger, until 

March 9, a few weeks before the primary election—a move Berger thought his enemies 

might have done purposefully to hurt his chances in the Senate race.465 Even before the 

federal government released information about the indictment, news of Berger’s 

candidacy caused ripples of anxiety throughout the national hyperpatriot community. 

The Philadelphia Inquirer, for example, voiced their concerns on February 27 by 

suggesting, “Mr. Berger belongs to the Bolsheviki…. He is the right sort of candidate for 

the disloyalists,” and predicting, “There is apparently no prospect that he will get more 
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than a small percentage of the votes.”466 This editorialist, however, underestimated 

Berger’s support.  

 On the day of the primary election, March 19, 1918, “balmy, spring weather 

throughout the state” caused the Oshkosh Daily Northwestern to comment, “The 

weather man has done his bit to make the primary election a success.”467 The 

meteorologist appeared to be right, since by the end of the day, 258,552 voters had 

turned out to vote—58 percent of them Republicans, 27 percent Democrats, and 15 

percent Socialists. Less than 24 hours later, the result was clear, although the final tally 

would not be available for another five days; Lenroot had defeated Thompson with 53 

percent of the Republican vote, while Davies had handily trounced McCarthy with 81 

percent of the Democrat vote.468  

The 7,414 votes that stood between Lenroot and Thompson, originally announced 

as only two thousand, caused consternation for Wisconsin’s Republicans and the 

nation’s hyperpatriots. The latter concluded that, due to the close Republican vote, 

Wisconsin’s loyalty continued to remain under suspicion. As the Jackson Citizen Patriot 

(Michigan) declared, “While the triumph of the loyalist candidate is pleasing, still his 

small majority over the candidate put forth and supported by La Follette and his kind, 

shows to what surprising extent disloyalty has permeated the body politic of the Badger 

state.”469 The Oregonian (Portland) agreed in its editorial, “Wisconsin’s Good Name at 

Stake,” that Wisconsin had “at best just drawn back from an open declaration of 
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disloyalty to the country” and urged the state’s citizens to vote for a loyalist candidate in 

the final election, thereby wiping “out the blot on its good name.” The final election, the 

Oregonian suggested, was “not solely Wisconsin’s affair,” but one that “concerns the 

whole Nation, for a La Follette victory would stamp Wisconsin as pro-German—as a 

German outpost in this country.”470 

 The fact that Berger, without a challenger, still managed to attract a little over 15 

percent of the vote, which the Kalamazoo Gazette (Michigan) described as “the largest 

vote ever given one of his party in a Wisconsin primary,” caused a mild panic among the 

nation’s editors. The Times-Picayune (New Orleans) believed that Berger’s results 

indicated, “The La Follette or disloyalist sentiment is very strong in the state.”471 The 

Kalamazoo Gazette wondered if this sentiment was so strong that Lenroot and Davies 

would split the loyalist vote and leave Berger the winner. Its editor urged Wisconsin 

loyalists to do what they needed to do to avoid “the shame of endorsing La Follettism” 

by electing Berger.472 

 Almost immediately, Wisconsin’s loyalists began analyzing the results in an effort 

to know where blame for the near election of Thompson and all the votes for Berger 

should be placed. The day after the election, the Milwaukee Journal announced, 

“returns from the German communities make a saddening revelation.” Electors in 

primarily German counties, their analysis showed, backed Berger in large numbers, but 

in the end gave the majority of their votes to Thompson. The Journal concluded, after 
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noting that these voters had “refused to give whole-hearted support to the nation and to 

the war which it is compelled to wage,” that it no longer believed “the great body of 

Wisconsin citizens of German 

extraction are Americans at heart.”473 

The election, they felt, had made this 

truth clear. The Loyalty Legion agreed 

and on March 21 allowed the New York 

Sun to publish its “Sedition Map,” 

which showed “where disloyalty in 

Wisconsin chiefly centres [sic]” based 

on the results of the primary election. 

The Sun identified the map’s shaded 

counties, including all those from 

Milwaukee to Manitowoc and west to 

Green Lake, along with Marathon, La 

Crosse, Richland, Sauk, and Columbia 

Counties, as “rotten spotted” areas that 

harbored voters with “the most violent hostility to the President’s policy and to the war 

aims of the nation.”474 Whether the Loyalty Legion intended to or not, their map 
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indicated that Wisconsin did have a loyalty problem; one the Legion had not yet been 

able to eradicate. 

 The Friday (March 22) following the primary election, the Loyalty Legion held a 

mass meeting in Milwaukee to present a rousing loyalty message, but also to remind its 

members that the upcoming election would be a fight against Berger, the disloyalty 

candidate. Like the Kalamazoo Gazette, leaders of the Legion worried that Davies and 

Lenroot would split the loyalty vote, leaving Berger the winner. Near the end of the 

meeting, Legion president Judson Rosebush made this clear. First, he reminded the 

audience of the upcoming election, which would “measure the strength of our love for 

democracy, and our constancy in helping to perpetuate it,” and then asked the “loyal 

candidates” to subordinate “personal ambitions to the reestablishment of the good name 

of Wisconsin among her sister states.”475 Richard Lloyd Jones of the Wisconsin State 

Journal completely agreed with Rosebush’s statement and in a March 23 editorial noted 

that since Lenroot had carried fifty-six counties and Davies only fourteen, the Democrat 

should be the one to withdraw. If Davies insisted on being the one candidate in the 

“FACE OF FACTS AND FIGURES ,” he was not practicing big-minded, generous 

patriotism and displayed instead “plain unworthy stubbornness.”476 The Milwaukee 

Journal also agreed that there should be “only one all-American candidate for the 

United States senate,” but argued that Lenroot was “not the kind of candidate desired by 

fighting Americans who can think and see” and suggested he withdraw.477 On March 26, 
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one week before the election, the Loyalty Legion, which had met with both candidates 

the day before, announced that neither Lenroot nor Davies would drop out of the race. 

 At the time of the Loyalty Legion announcement, either candidate could have 

won, but decisions made by the national and state Democratic Party to attack Lenroot as 

disloyal would change the balance. The Milwaukee Journal led the charge against 

Lenroot when it published a letter by former governor McGovern, who compared 

Lenroot to the late Senator Husting and concluded the Republican candidate suffered 

from “timidity, political opportunism, or lack of vision” and therefore had nothing in 

common with the fearless Americanism exemplified by Husting.478 The Journal also 

tied Lenroot to other infamous Wisconsin Republicans, specifically La Follette and 

Governor Philipp, a disappointing leader to most hyperpatriots because he did not back 

their agenda.479 Finally, the day before the election, the Journal published an editorial 

informing readers that the paper’s stand on the election was “not a matter of partyism at 

all, but one purely of patriotism.” Their stance supported the President, in part because 

President Wilson had made it plain Lenroot was “not the kind of man the nation’s needs 

demand,” and because Lenroot had opposed the president “on a number of vital 

questions.”480 The La Crosse Tribune and Leader Press took note of the Journal’s 

assault on Lenroot and suggested the Milwaukee newspaper’s “unfair and impolitic 

campaign” was “reckless of consequences.”481  
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 The Tribune and Leader Press also mentioned that the Democratic leadership 

and the president’s administration had been saturating the state’s newspapers with 

misrepresentations of Lenroot’s record, one of a handful of missteps made by the 

president, his administration, and his party. Wilson led off by firing “the first gun…in 

the campaign” the day after the primary, when he wrote Davies a letter, published in 

newspapers throughout the state. In the letter, the president accepted Davies’s 

resignation from the Federal Trade Commission and thanked him for his “steadfast 

loyalty and patriotism” when “the first opportunities to apply the acid test in our country 

to disclose true loyalty and genuine Americanism” appeared early in 1917.482 By 

mentioning Davies’s support in the initial days of the war, state Republicans thought 

Wilson was implying that Lenroot had lagged behind Davies in his show of loyalty. 

Many in the Wisconsin press had a field day with this letter and its implications. The 

Tribune and Leader Press reacted by reminding the president that not only had Lenroot 

demonstrated his loyalty many times, but had also, “marshaled Republican support for 

administration measures that otherwise would have failed because of Democratic 

defections.”483 The Racine Journal responded by letting its readers know that Lenroot 

voted for the president’s declaration of war “and made one of the strongest speeches 

thereon,” while Davies, who was not a Congressman at the time and had so far confined 

his national service to the Federal Trade Commission, had not made a similar public 

statement of support.484 The Wisconsin State Journal probably summed up the general 
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feeling about Wilson’s letter, when it wrote, “This is not patriotism. It is just plain 

partisanship of the worst kind.”485 

Wilson exacerbated the situation a few days later by sending Vice President 

Thomas R. Marshall to campaign on Davies’s behalf. In a speech on March 27, Marshall 

attacked Wisconsin’s Republican Party, 

Your state is under suspicion. You Republicans have made the issue here in 
Wisconsin. If the vote at the primary is based upon the charges and 
countercharges, which you have made each against the other, you are about half 
for America, half for the Kaiser, and all against Wilson. Your self-appointed 
leaders are now trying to convince the loyal half that the really important thing is 
not loyalty or disloyalty, but party success.486 

A few days after the speech, the State Journal observed it had caused “a notable 

reaction” throughout Wisconsin, mainly one of resentment.487 The Tribune and Leader 

Press editor, for example, did not appreciate having the vice president tell him, as a 

Republican, “to elect Davies or brave [the vice president’s] verdict that [the Republican 

Party] was a party of disloyalty.” The editor believed Marshall had turned thousands of 

votes away from Davies and “placed the stamp of intemperance and insincerity upon the 

whole anti-Lenroot campaign.”488 Again, the State Journal probably summed up what 

many Wisconsinites thought about the speech, when it demanded Wilson “live true to 

your own high declarations—RISE ABOVE PARTY INTO PATRIOTISM” and added, 

“You should [also] ask your colleague, the Vice President of the United States, to do it as 

he did not do it here.”489 It later reminded the president that Wisconsin was a 
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Republican state and that attacks on the Republican candidate by him and the vice 

president destroyed the chances of Democratic Davies from succeeding. Two days before 

the election, the Journal predicted that Davies was no longer a factor and the senatorial 

race would be a fight between Lenroot and Berger.490 

 With this recognition that Berger was a viable candidate, a palpable fear that he 

could actually win spread among the state and nation’s hyperpatriots days before the 

election. With this growing concern, their verbal assaults on the Socialist candidate 

dramatically increased. The anti-Berger, anti-Socialist hand wringing can best be seen in 

a series of Chicago Daily Tribune editorials that began on March 30. In the first one, the 

Tribune argued that the Socialist party, which it renamed the “Sedition party,” was “the 

agent of imperial Germany.” It went on to suggest that Berger, “an anti-American 

candidate,” would be pulling “votes from disloyalists, from quitters, yellow bellies, 

Germans, anti-nationalists, pacifists, [and] hollow-headed altruists.”491 Two days later, 

the Tribune ranted against “Berger and his like,” who, it declared, “are in no sense 

American, [since] no true American will vote for any one of them.”492 Finally, on April 2, 

the day of the election, the Tribune’s editors condemned the Socialist party and Berger 

one more time, “The Socialist party is a loadstone [sic] to draw together privileged 

opposition to American nationality all seditious, disloyal, dissentient, ignorant, timid, or 

selfish elements which can be found in a community.” They blamed the plight of 
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Wisconsin and its embarrassing election on “enfranchised aliens, who have given the 

United States the shadow of loyalty and have left the substance of it in Germany.”493 

 On the day of the general election chilly weather predominated around the state, 

but the Oshkosh Daily Northwestern still believed, “The weather man has done all he 

could to make the election an unqualified success.”494 The Racine Journal News 

concurred and believed there would be “a heavy early vote.”495 When the final count 

came in both newspapers could claim accuracy on the turnout: 423,902 voters had 

participated in the election, 40 percent more than the primary. Milwaukee alone 

counted for 20 percent of the vote. In the end, the result had been close: 39 percent for 

Lenroot (48 counties), 35 percent for Davies (12 counties), and 26 percent (11 counties) 

for Berger. Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots could breathe a sigh of relief; a loyalty candidate 

had won. Yet, to their dismay, they could not help but notice that Berger had pulled over 

25 percent of the electorate.  

 Again, the state’s German Americans took the bulk of the blame for the “disloyal” 

Berger vote. “Germanism pure and simple,” the Milwaukee Journal declared, and not 

religion or political partisanship, had been the reason for Berger’s success. The Journal 

editors spoke of their frustration that a group of immigrants, who had come to the 

United States penniless and now lived lives full of prosperity, happiness, and freedom, 

would turn against the country that had provided them these benefits.496 Charles 

Dering, a former Wisconsin resident, who, at the time, lived in Chicago, also blamed 
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“German sympathisers [sic]” and their “traitorous sentiments” for Berger’s votes. Yet, 

Dering also tried to explain their choice by suggesting months of criticism and abuse 

probably led them to this act of “sullen defiance.” Despite this, Dering still believed that 

patriotic Wisconsinites would need to subject recalcitrant German-Americans in 

Wisconsin to a vigorous education campaign, preferably one in a “more intimate vein” 

that would be directed at them specifically.497 

 Berger’s shockingly high returns, according to many national newspapers, still 

left Wisconsin’s loyalty in question. In the primary, Berger had captured 38,564 votes, 

but in the general election, his total skyrocketed to 110,487. The Charleston Daily Mail 

(South Carolina) asserted, “Wisconsin appears (at this hour) to have decided to support 

the national honor,” but added, “Wisconsin Americans must feel a deep sense of 

personal-shame that…the margin between integrity and re-negation was so shockingly 

narrow. Poor Wisconsin!”498 The Lexington Herald (Kentucky) also noted that the 

election confirmed, “A majority of the people [in Wisconsin] are loyal to the 

Government of the United States. But it shows also that there exists in Wisconsin an 

alarming element of disloyalty.” This disloyalty the Herald’s editor argued seemed to be 

centered in Milwaukee, which he thought had “really seceded from the United States,” 

making it a great “folly in the future to consider Milwaukee other than German territory; 

or rather, American territory temporarily in the hands of the enemy.”499  
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Even with “rotten spotted” areas throughout the state, some newspaper editors 

believed Wisconsin had proven it would only elect loyal legislators. The Washington 

Post proudly announced, “Even in a hotbed of disloyalty like Wisconsin, a stalwart 

American was elected to the Senate.” The Post continued that while “there may be few 

spots as intensely pro-German as there are in Wisconsin,” the state was not disloyal, 

“nor was any other state in the union for that matter.”500 The Springfield Republican 

(Massachusetts) reported on Wisconsin’s election with: “Wisconsin can now be said to 

be 75 per cent loyal,” but added,  

Berger could be approved by no one in the present crisis who is not, morally 
speaking, a traitor to the United States. The Wisconsin voters of German origin 
and unshakable sympathy have stood up to be counted. Despite its disloyal 
minority, Wisconsin is not a traitor state. [my bold & italics]”501  

 With vindication more or less in hand, the Loyalty Legion’s secretary George Kull 

sent a letter to over two hundred newspapers around the country asking the editors “to 

help erase an unjust aspersion cast upon the state.” Kull went on to declare that while 

Wisconsin’s national representatives may have misrepresented the state as disloyal, 

thousands of patriotic Wisconsin citizens felt deeply injured by this false impression. At 

least 104 newspapers agreed with Kull and printed his letter, including the statement 

that “Wisconsin is loyal, first, last and always,” in their editorial sections. A few, such as 

the Detroit Free Press and the Indianapolis Star, let the Legion know that they had 

written original editorials along the same vein. The Christian Science Monitor editorial 

department, however, would have nothing to do with the Legion’s request. If Wisconsin 
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were truly loyal, they admonished, Kull’s letter would have been unnecessary. The state 

should prove her loyalty, they added, “not by newspaper publicity only, but by the loyal 

acts of her citizens.” Only then could Wisconsin “stand forth as…one of the loyal states 

that make up the great United States.”502 

Despite the Monitor’s letter, the final consensus seemed to be that Wisconsin 

could call itself loyal, but with reservations. With this decision, the national press soon 

lost interest in the quality of Wisconsin’s loyalty. To them, the state had passed the test 

and there was no need to discuss it further.503 Internally, Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots felt 

a deep sense of shame over the election. So far, their attempts to educate Wisconsin’s 

disloyal population had not taken hold. The state’s militant patriots realized they would 

need to apply stronger measures to force all Wisconsinites to be loyal. They would begin 

with the third Liberty Loan drive and make sure, by any means possible, that Wisconsin 

would meet its quota this time. 

*** 

While most Milwaukee Loyalty Legion members concerned themselves with the 

senatorial race, Wheeler Bloodgood turned his focus to the mayoral election and his 

fight to defeat the incumbent, Socialist Daniel Webster Hoan. Bloodgood had been 

infuriated when Hoan, who had been his ally and co-leader of the Milwaukee County 

                                                           
502 “Wisconsin’s Loyalty,” Philadelphia Record, April 14, 1918, clipping; List of Newspapers who published Kull’s 

letter; Chief Reid, Detroit Free Press, to George F. Kull, April 15, 1918 with clipping, “The Wisconsin Elections”; 

Ernest Brass, Indianapolis Star, to George F. Kull, April 14, 1918 with five clippings; O.L. Stevens, Christian Science 

Monitor (Boston, MA) to George F. Kull, April 16, 1918; WLL papers, Box 2, WHS. Snippets from other newspapers 

declaring Wisconsin loyal appeared in the Milwaukee Journal, April 28, 1918, 3. 
503 I could find no more articles about Wisconsin’s loyalty in the national press after the one published by the 

Washington Post on May 18, 1918. 



228 

 

Council of Defense, had announced he accepted the Milwaukee Socialists’ platform, 

which included the line, “The American people did not want and do not want this war.” 

To Bloodgood, who had said goodbye to his sons as they left for the front in February, 

Hoan’s agreement with the Socialist agenda was the same as “standing on a platform 

saying that my sons were criminals.”504 In retaliation, Bloodgood helped oust Hoan as 

chairman of the Council, days before the primary, and made statements to discredit the 

incumbent mayor. Once Hoan sailed through the primary, however, Bloodgood’s 

rhetoric turned even more desperate. 

 The primary election saw three men, besides Hoan, run as mayoral candidates: 

William Park, owner of the Milwaukee Daily News, who supported the loyalty 

movement and wanted to run the city with a “businesslike” approach; Theodore 

Dammann, City Treasurer, who thought he could capture “the German vote within the 

framework of loyalty”; and Hoan’s fiercest competitor, Percy Braman, Deputy 

Commissioner of Public Works, who the Milwaukee Journal believed would “help place 

Milwaukee in the position of the most patriotic city in America.”505 The two candidates 

with the most votes in the primary would continue on to the April 2 general election. 

The Wisconsin Loyalty Legion quickly needed to identify which of these men it 

could comfortably label “loyal,” so on March 9 it sent out a four-question survey. One 

question asked if the candidate supported the Socialists’ St. Louis anti-war platform, 

another if America was justified in going to war with Germany, and the last two whether 
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the candidate supported the government’s war effort. Park, Dammann, and Braman all 

gave the same answers, “no” to the first question and “yes” to the others. Hoan 

concurred with his competitors on the question about the Socialist platform, but broke 

with his fellow candidates by answering “no” to the rest. With these responses, the 

Legion felt comfortable supporting any candidate but Hoan.506 

 The Milwaukee Journal, however, did not need to send out a survey. It began 

denouncing Hoan shortly after he announced his intention to run for re-election. In a 

March 8 editorial, the paper declared,  

Mr. Hoan, by the very limitations of his nature and vision, is found lacking in 
those qualities of courageous, patriotic leadership that Milwaukee should require 
of its mayor…Mr. Hoan’s leadership has become woefully deficient. He is utterly 
disqualified for the position of mayor of Milwaukee.507 

Less than a week later, the Journal insisted that the elected mayor had to be “a 100 per 

cent American” and strongly recommended the Democrat, Percy Braman, as the one 

who best fulfilled this requirement. To vote for Mayor Hoan, the paper suggested, 

“would simply confirm the suspicion of Milwaukee [as disloyal], which has long been 

held in all parts of the country.”508 Days before the election, the Journal felt confident 

stating that Braman was “loyal to the core” and “fearless and outspoken in his 

Americanism.” If he did not win one of the two spots in the primary, its editors believed, 

the loyalists should admit defeat.509  
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The Journal staff and Loyalty Legion members possibly felt some hope when they 

heard the results of the mayoral primary. Of the 58,645 people who voted for mayor, 

48.5 percent chose Hoan, while 38 percent wanted Braman. Together Dammann and 

Park polled less than 14 percent. This meant Hoan and Braman would vie for the 

mayoral position in the general election. If the hyperpatriots could combine all the 

loyalty votes (Braman plus Dammann and Park’s votes), there appeared to be a strong 

possibility Braman would win. 

With the candidates set, Bloodgood began his campaign against Hoan in earnest. 

The day after the election, the loyalist made it clear there would be consequences for 

what he perceived to be Hoan’s inappropriate, un-American, and thoroughly unpatriotic 

behavior and remarks, and that he was the man to set the wheels against Hoan into 

motion. First, Bloodgood chastised Milwaukee voters in a letter published by the 

Milwaukee Free Press, a Socialist newspaper, the day after the primary to let their 

readers know that by voting for Hoan (and Berger), Milwaukee County, would now, “in 

the eyes of the world, be considered a province of the German Imperial Government, 

and should be treated as such.”510 To see that they were, he wrote the U.S. District 

Attorney insisting the federal government needed to act against the potential election of 

Hoan or “we will have a condition in this community which will make it necessary to 

declare martial law.”511 Bloodgood also had papers drawn to indict Hoan under the 

Espionage Act.512 Finally, on March 21, he announced the formation of the Next of Kin 
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organization. Bloodgood declared that this group made up of men “of a determined 

character,” who had sons and brothers fighting in France, would not stand for a socialist 

government in Milwaukee or the state of Wisconsin. At the organization’s first meeting, 

Bloodgood equated Hoan with the already vilified Berger and La Follette in a speech he 

later had published as a small booklet,  

While my sons and yours are facing bullets, high explosives, the bayonet and 
poisoned gas...the noble Berger with a Satanic smile on his Bolsheviki 
countenance listens to patriotic addresses in the City Club and Hoan directs the 
mobilization of our might and reconciles the “hostile groups,” and La Follette 
sulks in the senate, forgetting country…in his blind demand for unlimited speech 
and abuse.513 

If Milwaukee did happen to re-elect Hoan, Bloodgood continued, the Next of Kin 

organization would seek to have Milwaukee placed under martial law.514 

 While an Alabama newspaper described Bloodgood’s suggestion as “a radical 

proposal designed to deal with a plague,” not everyone appreciated his suggestion that 

the federal government institute martial law in Milwaukee if Hoan managed to be re-

elected.515 The Grand Rapids Daily Leader described Bloodgood’s actions as a “serious 

blunder.”516 While former Milwaukee mayor and Democrat David Rose stated, in the 

midst of assailing socialism, that he still “deplored the suggestion of martial law.”517 

Lawyer Erich Stern, who had not approved of John Stover (the enthusiastic American 

Protective League agent from Milwaukee), wrote in his journal that he did not 
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appreciate Bloodgood’s appeal to subvert the will of the voters and wondered if he 

should change his name to “Bad Blood.”518 The Racine Journal News was a bit kinder 

suggesting, “Mr. Wheeler Bloodgood may be prompted by a good purpose,” but in the 

end, his actions would lead to the election of a Socialist.519 The Milwaukee Free Press 

put it more bluntly,  

The more our loyalty leagues, defense councils, voter’s leagues and what not else 
speak and labor in a way to impugn the loyalty of any citizen or group of citizens, 
the more they try to impose any hard and fast standards of loyalty of their own 
upon Americans of this community during this campaign, the more may they 
expect rebuke in the result of the election—the more they may expect a socialist 
victory by the way of protest.520 

The Free Press appears to have caught the general mood of many Milwaukee citizens. As 

one unidentified reader told the Wisconsin News,  

The truth of the matter is that the overwhelming majority of Milwaukeeans do 
not care to be told that their patriotism needs vindicating, least of all by a silk-
stocking few. And in the second place they do not care to have their patriotism 
made the cat’s paw in anybody’s war game.521 

 According to Bloodgood, others took a more threatening and antagonizing stance. 

He reported that dissenters had sent him letters and made calls with menacing threats, 

such as “We will kill you, you English spy.” He also recounted receiving inquiries from 

the editors of the Milwaukee Free Press wondering, “How the Ku Klux Klan is 

progressing.” Bloodgood added, he did not appreciate the Milwaukee Leader in “heavy, 

black type” asserting that he and the Loyalty Legion were “loonies” or having U.S. 

Representative William J. Cary describe him as a “shyster” who “seeks publicity…by 
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rousing bad blood in the community.”522 Of all these humiliations, possibly the worst 

one came on March 22 when Governor Philipp, who had had enough of Bloodgood and 

his declarations, made a public statement that “Whoever is elected mayor of Milwaukee 

will be inaugurated. Peace will rule in Wisconsin. No Ku Klux Klan will rule in 

Wisconsin, at least not very long.”523 Bloodgood does not appear to have responded to 

Philipp’s statement comparing his actions to those of the KKK. Although he did retort, 

somewhat disingenuously, that he never called for the federal government to place 

Milwaukee under federal law.524 

 Not impressed with Bloodgood and his ilk, Hoan made it his goal to “give this 

crowd of camouflage patriots the worst licking they ever got” and, while he may not have 

succeeded at that goal, still gave them a “licking.”525 On April 2, 73,078 voters went to 

the polls and 51 percent of them chose Hoan to be Milwaukee’s mayor. Hoan had also 

asked the electorate, if they chose to vote for him, to elect Socialists to the Common 

Council as well. “Do not elevate me to a place of honor and then put shackles on my 

hands, hobbles on my feet, and a millstone around my neck.”526 Milwaukee voters came 

through and elected twelve Socialists. They, along with one who already served on the 

Council, meant enough votes existed to sustain any vetoes Hoan chose to make in the 

future.  

Over the next few days, both loyalists and Socialists tried to explain Hoan’s 

victory. Bloodgood, who called the election’s outcome, “a most unfortunate thing for 
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Milwaukee,” concluded, to his dismay, that the Milwaukee electorate did not care about 

Hoan’s “pacifist policies” and instead approved “the undoubted excellence of his 

administration.”527 Weeks after the election, Bloodgood again attempted to explain the 

result by suggesting misguided voters had accepted Socialist, pro-German propaganda 

as truth.528 The Milwaukee Free Press instead laid the blame for Hoan’s election at the 

feet of loyalists, such as Bloodgood, who should recognize the result “as a conscious and 

determined protest on the part of Milwaukee voters against the policy of suppression, 

persecution, or coercion practiced by certain elements of this community.”529 

 Despite having some understanding of why Milwaukeeans voted for Hoan, 

reactions by newspapers like the Kansas City Times, probably left Bloodgood 

humiliated. Days after the election, the Missouri newspaper dismissed Milwaukee, 

disgusted that the city, which lived “in a world of its own,” had just re-elected “its stop-

the-war mayor.” “The country,” it suggested, “can get along without Milwaukee.”530 

Columnist Ellis Usher also pointed out that Bloodgood had made promises about what 

he would do if Hoan won, which “he must now make good or ‘crawl.’”531 Probably with 

such admonishments in mind, Bloodgood asserted, Milwaukee loyalists would “not stay 

idle and allow the enemy to take over the administration of this city.”532 To prevent such 

a catastrophe, on April 4 Bloodgood left for Washington, where he met with members of 

the Department of Justice to discuss “steps for removing the stigma of an anti-war 

administration from Milwaukee” or as Usher wrote, Bloodgood “has gone east to consult 
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the oracles [about having] Dan Hoan thrown out of the mayor’s office.”533 Bloodgood 

hoped to have Hoan indicted under the Espionage Act, but added that if that failed, he 

had “a half a dozen other weapons ready.”534 

 Once in Washington, Bloodgood backtracked, characterizing “as absurd reports 

he was here to try to oust the Socialist mayor of Milwaukee,” and told reporters his visit 

only related to establishing a special bureau in Washington “to look after Milwaukee’s 

industrial and military interests.”535 Neither statement was quite true. While in DC, 

Bloodgood spent most of his time working with Assistant Attorney General Charles 

Warren to pass the Chamberlain Court-Martial bill, “by which the entire nation may be 

declared a military zone, making spies and disloyal persons subject to trial by court 

martial.”536 The two had met in August 1917, along with Senator Paul Husting, who all 

agreed at the time that civilian courts were inadequate to deal with anti-war activists. 

Once in Washington, Bloodgood urged Warren to take up the cause again. Warren 

agreed and immediately wrote a memorandum proposing the Army “deal with enemy 

activities” and that the death penalty—the only way, he argued, to suppress dissent—be 

used on those found guilty.537  

Oregon Senator George Chamberlain, chair of the Senate Military Affairs 

Committee, thought there was merit in Warren’s idea and asked him to redraft his 
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memorandum as a bill. On April 17, Bloodgood testified before Chamberlain’s 

committee and laid out the situation in Milwaukee. He told them of the futility of trying 

to suppress sedition in the city, where the possibility of finding a jury to convict 

someone for a seditious statement was slim. He spoke of the blatant German 

propaganda and tricky German agents that encouraged slowdowns at munition factories 

and shipyards. He wanted those responsible to experience retribution and justice.538  

Attorney General Thomas Gregory had not approved of Warren’s actions and did 

not learn about them until the hearing was underway. He saw the bill more as an 

attempt to take power away from the Department of Justice and hand it to the military 

rather than an appropriate way to deal with disloyal or treasonous Americans. Gregory 

responded by dismissing Warren from his position three days after the hearing began. 

Around the same time, President Wilson sent a letter to the Senate calling 

Chamberlain’s bill “not only ‘unnecessary and uncalled for,’ but also unconstitutional.” 

He told the Senators that passing the bill “would put us upon the level of the very people 

we are fighting and affecting to despise.” 539 The Chamberlain bill never made it out of 

committee. 

 During the course of his testimony, Bloodgood warned the committee that the 

people of Wisconsin “were apt to go back to primitive methods” and that “something 

unfortunate would happen,” unless the government dealt with pro-Germanism more 

effectively.540 Humiliation over the election, as well as frustration about allegedly 
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disloyal Wisconsinites’ inability to respond “properly” to Loyalty Legion educational 

methods or to new local or state anti-treason laws, may have led Bloodgood to warn of 

potential violence. He may have also concluded that dissenters had become more 

dangerous, as illustrated by anonymous threats to himself and by violent episodes like 

the one with Gessert in Rhine Township, and thought the state’s hyperpatriots needed to 

respond in kind. William R. Walker, a historian researching hyperpatriotism in World 

War I, has argued that Bloodgood “never urged that private individuals solve the 

problem of dissidents through intimidation or violence,” but the Milwaukee lawyer 

allegedly threatened to answer the “ballots of the voters with bullets.”541 Bloodgood, 

however, was not the only loyalist frustrated by his compatriots’ failure to scrub the 

disloyal stain from Wisconsin. Many of them were now ready, according to one historian 

of World War Wisconsin, “to tighten the screws against dissent.”542 The first incident of 

violence occurred days before the general election. From that time until the end of the 

war, but especially during the next two Liberty Loan drives, Wisconsin’s self-identified 

patriots felt no compunction using more coercive and more violent means to convince 

the “disloyal” that they needed to change their ways.  
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Chapter 5: An Era of Violence and Vigilantism, April-November 1918 
 

“I turned around to return to the house when they all at one time closed in on me like a 
vise; some grabbing my fingers or wrists, others my legs, and several of them were 
shouting before me, ‘Sign up.” I said, “I will not sign up at this time of night.” Then a 

man shouted, ‘Get the rope!’ 543 
Statement of John Deml, Outagamie County, after a visit by a Liberty Loan mob, 

October 22, 1918 
 

 With the election over, Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots declared Wisconsin loyal. But 

was it really? The results proved that a significant number of Wisconsinites had not 

bought into the loyalist agenda despite the intense effort to educate them about the 

meanings of patriotism and loyalty during the time of the Great War. Voting statistics 

showed that areas of the state with large German-American populations had been 

particularly impervious to their efforts, reinforcing thoughts that those with German 

blood were less than loyal. The election’s outcome proved to the state’s loyalists that 

education and new laws had not been enough; more persuasive methods were needed.  

From the time of the April election through Armistice Day on November 11, 

Wisconsin’s frustrated hyperpatriots utilized mob coercion and violence to make those 

they viewed as less than one hundred percent American prove their loyalty. The third 

Liberty Loan drive, held shortly after the election, would be the first time loyalists put 

group intimidation to the test, focusing on recalcitrant individuals who balked at buying 

bonds. In the end, with the added pressure exerted, Wisconsin loan committees 

managed to elicit a “fair share” from almost everyone and helped the state meet its 

quota for the first time. Some Wisconsinites complained about the coercive and possibly 

unconstitutional nature of the hyperpatriots’ actions, while others applauded their 
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methods. By the fourth Liberty Loan drive in September and October 1918, the use of 

intimidation and occasional violence, often with mobs or “flying squadrons,” as they 

were called, had escalated, but the state met its quota again and the loyalists declared 

success again. Wisconsin’s self-styled patriotic mobs did not limit their wrath to Loyalty 

Loan slackers, but also felt free to attack alleged pro-Germans, especially those who 

seemed to have avoided punishment by the authorities. After the war ended, a Hartford 

(Washington Co.) resident, who had recorded a number of these incidents, asserted that 

instead of winning the war for democracy, the hyperpatriots had “Prussianized” 

Wisconsin, making them no better than the autocratic enemy the country had been 

fighting against. He wondered if their actions would be the war’s legacy to the state.544 

*** 

 Although most cases of mob intimidation in Wisconsin occurred during the third 

and fourth Liberty Loan drives, the first outbreak of vigilante violence began on March 

31, 1918, just days before the special senatorial election. The anonymous militant 

patriots, self-styled as the “Knights of Liberty,” planned to rid Ashland and Bayfield 

Counties in northern Wisconsin of all German sympathizers. Of course, they defined for 

themselves who was disloyal and needed punishment, usually basing their decisions 

purely on alleged statements. The Knights used tarring and feathering to encourage 

their victims to change their ways or leave town. Obviously, they believed as true 

American patriots, they were free to mete out justice to those who deserved it. Even 

after Governor Philipp and the mayor of Ashland condemned the Knights, reminding 

them they were breaking the law and demanding that they cease and desist their 
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behavior, the Knights chose to ignore them and continued to mete out justice vigilante 

style. 

 Their first attack occurred on a Sunday night in the city of Ashland. Professor 

E.A. Schimler, a teacher of languages at the city’s Northland College, was lounging in his 

boarding house room, his shoes thrown to one side, enjoying a book, when a group of 

ten to twelve masked men burst in and forcefully removed him from the house. These 

men had found a lonely spot about a half mile from the city where they could strip 

Schimler of his clothes and liberally cover him with tar and feathers. After they 

completed their task, the startled professor managed to find his underwear, return to his 

boarding house, and call the police. Schimler, a naturalized citizen who had come to the 

United States with his parents when he was fourteen, told the officers he had no idea 

why he was attacked and, having only arrived in Ashland in February, could not 

recognize the voices of his assailants. He also mentioned that he had been robbed of his 

coat, trousers, watch, and other valuables.545 To add to his humiliation, two days later 

Northland College authorities dismissed Schimler from his teaching position, stating the 

college “could not have as a member of their faculty any man whose loyalty was even 

suspicioned.” This appears to have happened under some pressure, since just the day 

before, the college administrators had described the professor as “an efficient teacher 

and that there was no evidence that he was disloyal in words or actions.”546 
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 Within days, the Knights of Liberty identified themselves as the perpetrators of 

the attack on Schimler through the local newspaper. In two letters sent to the Ashland 

Daily Press, the Knights informed local residents of their new society, described as “one 

hundred and fifty strong,” and its purpose. The authors of the letters, one signed 

“Loyalist” and the other, “Knights of Liberty,” rejected the implied idea that they were a 

bunch of hoodlums and claimed, instead, that their party was made up of “good, loyal, 

red-blooded American citizens.” They had formed their group to do away with pro-

Germanism and sedition in Ashland County and make “it too damn hot a climate” for 

Kaiser agents to live there. The Knights would continue their attacks, the authors added, 

until northern Wisconsin was one hundred percent loyal. In an early display of 

dismissing the authority of actual law officials, incensed members of the Knights 

responded to the announcement by city authorities that a $100 reward would be offered 

for any information leading to the arrest of anyone who participated in the Schimler 

attack, by offering a reward of their own: a $100 for “any information of Pro-Germanism 

that we cannot handle and guarantee satisfaction.”547  

Although these statements made their purpose clear, city residents were still 

confused as to why Schimler had been targeted, so on April 18, the Knights of Liberty 

sent another letter to the Press clarifying their reasons. Allegedly, the professor had said 

to Ashland stationery merchant John J. Haupert a number of disloyal statements, 

including his belief that Germany had to use unrestricted submarine warfare to prevent 
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Germans from starving, that German prestige and military prowess would soon make 

Russia German, and that the United States government was so corrupt, it would not 

accomplish anything in the war. Haupert reported this conversation to the district 

attorney and only after the authorities refused to act did the Knights of Liberty step in 

and deliver appropriate and “very lenient” punishment.548 

Ashland mayor Clarence Dennis tried to prevent the Knights from attacking 

another citizen by declaring that no American law allowed them to be prosecutor, judge, 

and executioner, adding, “When you assume any of these powers you become 

lawbreakers and invite for yourselves the punishment you inflict on others,” but to no 

avail.549 On April 10, the Knights of Liberty struck again. This time local bartender 

Adolph Anton was pulled from his home by a group of five to six mainly masked men, 

who claimed to be from the dynamite plant and looking for rooms. When Mrs. Anna 

Anton refused to let them enter, the Liberty posse broke down the door and searched 

the house for Adolph, finally finding him hidden in a closet. While holding her four-year 

old daughter, Mrs. Anton grabbed a rifle and aimed it at the intruders, but one Knight 

tore it out of her hands, while another tore their phone from the wall. The men then 

forced Anton into a car and drove him about a mile out of town, where, like Schimler, he 

was stripped, tarred and feathered, and left to find his own way home. In the 

meanwhile, Mrs. Anton contacted the police. Anton had lived in Ashland since his 1887 

arrival from Germany and recognized the one unmasked man as Ephriam Gay, a house 
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mover, and the voice of another as George Buchanan, a life insurance agent. The police 

arrested both men, but released them on their own recognizance after they each paid a 

$500 bond.550  

With this second event, Governor Philipp had had enough and on April 23 

directed the attorney general to send a staff member to Ashland to investigate. In the 

announcement of his decision, Philipp added,  

No man or class of men can take unto themselves the duties of the courts of 
Wisconsin and mete out punishment. If there are disloyal citizens in Ashland, the 
courts are open and they will be prosecuted. But the men who think they can 
conduct tar and feather bees in the state will find that the courts are open to 
proceed against them…Peace and order [are] going to reign in Wisconsin.551 

Assistant Attorney General Winfield W. Gilman arrived in Ashland the next day and met 

with the editors of the Ashland Daily Press to let them know that not only was he there 

to make inquiries about the “recent ‘tar and feather’ outbreaks,” but also learn about 

disloyal acts and utterances made in the city, so perpetrators could be prosecuted 

appropriately. He asked those with information about either matter speak to him while 

he was in town.552 City residents, including the editor of the Press, did not appreciate 

the governor’s actions and generally refused to cooperate with Gilman, often telling him 

they were proud of the Knights of Liberty and their activities. The Press ran an editorial 

disparaging the governor and Gilman for causing pain and surprise to Ashland citizens 

by insinuating “that Ashland is over-run by lawlessness” and that its local officers were 

ineffective. Instead, the Press argued, Governor Philipp and Mr. Gilman should spend 
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their time and effort on curbing the city’s “pro-German citizens who arrogantly parade 

up and down our streets.”553 In a continued show of their disrespect for government 

authorities, shortly after the governor’s statement, the Knights sent letters to about 

thirty Ashland County residents warning them that their “Americanism is questioned 

and it has been called to our attention that you could make a good subject for a 

demonstrating party.”554 

 Not every Ashland citizen approved of the Knights actions or thought they 

represented real law and order. After the Schimler incident, the Press received two 

letters, which they did not publish until late April, from a “Subscriber” condemning the 

tarring and feathering bees. The writer had some harsh words for the Knights, who he 

called “a drove of grossly irresponsible asses,” as well as for city authorities, whose 

inability to bring them to justice proved that “the police force needs to be fumigated and 

that our law courts are farces.” Subscriber also castigated the Press for not supporting 

city authorities and suggested that some of their statements could lead to accusations of 

disturbing the public peace and land them in court.555 A similar letter, which suggested 

the actions of the Knights would lead to more Socialist votes in retaliation for their 

heavy-handed behavior, found its way to Governor Philipp. Somehow the Milwaukee 

Free Press got a hold of the letter and published it in its April 24 edition. The editor of 

the Ashland Press felt a careful reading of the Free Press letter showed it was written by 

the “coward who wrote the sneaking anonymous letter” to the Daily Press.556 On April 
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25, the Ashland Press announced in bold letters on the first page that the author of the 

correspondence was none other than Ashland’s former income tax assessor William 

Landraint, a 61-year old farmer who had been born in Germany, served in its army, and 

immigrated to Wisconsin at the age of 36, and who already had a reputation for 

disloyalty.557 

   In early February 1918, the Ashland County Council of Defense accused 

Landraint of disloyal sentiments that made him unfit for his office as tax assessor. The 

state tax commission responded to the accusations by holding a two-day hearing and 

allowing Landraint to respond. Several men came forward to share statements 

Landraint had made to them, including this one to O.W. Smith, Washburn’s 

Congregational minister: “This is the rottenest government on the face of the earth; it is 

either rule by gold or rule by mob; for justice and equity give me the German 

government every time.” Landraint did not help his position by admitting he had not 

wanted to buy Liberty Bonds because both his farm and home were mortgaged, but later 

did so on the advice of his attorney.558 Two days after the hearing ended, the 

commission announced that Landraint, whose term had recently expired, would not be 

reappointed.559  

The fact that this apparently disloyal man had had the nerve to write letters 

damning the Knights of Liberty did not sit well with its members, and on May 8 at 5:45 

pm they retaliated. At that time Landraint, who was walking along a downtown street in 
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Ashland on his way home, was attacked in broad daylight. In a brief moment, one man 

threw a bag over the victim’s head, while another pinned down his arms, both throwing 

him into an automobile that drove up for the purpose. This happened so fast that no one 

noticed what happened. The Knights took the deposed tax assessor to Bayfield County, 

and, as before, removed his clothes and applied a “liberal coat of tar and feathers,” 

although this time they also placed him in handcuffs. Landraint walked home and 

notified the police, who were able to find a locksmith to remove the handcuffs. When 

questioned, Landraint admitted he did not recognize any of the voices of the masked 

men.560  

All of this happened despite the fact that just days before Governor Philipp had 

written to the county sheriff reminding him that it was his duty to keep the peace in 

Ashland County and protect its citizens “against any lawless mob, or against any 

individual who may wish to commit acts of violence.” He added if the sheriff needed 

help to prevent these acts from happening, he would provide the law officer the means 

of doing so.561 Possibly to protect the sheriff from experiencing any further wrath from 

the governor, the Knights of Liberty did not perform any more tarring and featherings in 

Ashland County. This may also explain why they drove Landraint to Bayfield County 

before attacking him.  
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The fourth tarring and feathering also occurred in Bayfield County. On June 30, 

farmer Martin Johnson experienced the Knights of Liberty treatment. Johnson allegedly 

had made disloyal remarks about the United States government, along with statements 

disparaging the Red Cross. As with Anton, the Knights approached him at his home on 

false pretenses, asking him to direct them to a fishing stream. Once he stepped outside, 

the Knights threw Johnson into a car and took him to an isolated spot, where they 

covered him with tar and feathers. As with most of the other victims, Johnson did not 

recognize any of the perpetrators.562 This was the last time the Knights of Liberty 

attacked a Wisconsin citizen. However, on September 18, they did cross state lines and 

tarred and feathered Olli Kinkkonen, a Duluth, Minnesota, resident from Finland, 

shortly after he signed papers stating he would never try to become an American citizen 

as a way to avoid the draft. Later that day, Kinkkonen apparently committed suicide by 

hanging himself from a pine tree near the scene of the event. In remembrance of the 

harassment he experienced, his gravestone includes the phrase “Victim of 

Warmongers.”563  

Days after the Johnson incident, the Ashland court held a preliminary hearing for 

Ephraim Gay and George Buchanan, arrested in the tarring and feathering of Adolph 

Anton. Governor Philipp had appointed William Shea special council to prosecute the 

two men. Anton, who returned from his new home in Gary, Indiana, for this court 
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appearance, testified that he had recognized both men, but the judge believed the 

defendants’ alibis over Anton’s statement and dismissed Shea’s request for a trial. 

Learning that Gay and Buchanan would be discharged, the courtroom broke into 

applause.564 Shea, dumbfounded by the result, later admitted that during a recess 

Buchanan had implied Shea might be the next victim of a tar and feather party, since “he 

had no time for men employed as detectives or lawyers for parties of pro-German 

proclivities.”565  Shea had the authority to arrest Gay and Buchanan again, but after 

some deliberation, declined to do so.  

*** 

The actions of the Knights of Liberty fit into a long history of American 

vigilantism, but represented a new form that appeared in the late nineteenth century. 

For most of that century, vigilantes brought law and order to frontier communities, 

usually before courts of law and other legal forms of justice had been established, and 

were best known for apprehending horse thieves and other criminals. With an 

increasing number of professional and government-backed police forces around the 

country, crime-control vigilantism was waning by the time of World War I, but had not 

disappeared. In its place a new form of vigilantism had emerged—one focused on social 

control by policing fellow citizens. Americans had a long history of equating good 

citizenship with obligation, especially an obligation to police and be the moral guardians 

of their neighbors. Conservative elites in America, who strongly believed in maintaining 
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the status quo, social hierarchy, and morality of their communities, saw this policing as 

one of their primary roles. When dissenters, deviants, or other “dangerous” people 

challenged their sense of order, and the legal community seemed incapable of 

controlling them, these men often took the law into their own hands. They saw 

themselves not as the perpetrators of the type of uncontrolled mob violence committed 

by the lower classes, but as a rational group who acted in a systematic, organized, and 

passionless manner against those who threatened the social fabric of their community. 

They considered themselves vigilant not vigilantes.566 

World War I brought a new context for vigilantism, specifically a demand for one 

hundred percent Americanism. This was not just a Wisconsin phenomenon, but one that 

appeared throughout the United States. The men who made up these wartime vigilante 

posses tended to come from similar backgrounds and hold similar fears. For the most 

part, they were conservative elites with Anglo-American backgrounds, Protestant 

religious beliefs, and comfortable bank accounts. They also had faith in the sanctity of 

family, community, and nation, which they saw as the bedrock for social cohesion, an 

essential concept to them. Their nativist views meant they treated the onslaught of 

eastern Europeans, often Jews and Catholics, who flooded into the United States 

beginning in the 1880s, as a threat to their sense of and need for national purity. These 

immigrants brought new ideas about how a government should be run, specifically 
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Socialism, and radical ideas about how to reform America from the bottom up. Those 

who responded with vigilante actions felt obligated to attack, remove, or bring into line 

those who threatened their worldview. Their enemies became, among others, pro-labor 

advocates, such as members of the Industrial Workers of the World, who were a major 

target of vigilante behavior during the war, moral deviants (especially those who relied 

on alcohol), and people of color, who tried to use the war to improve their social 

position. Besides these long-standing outsiders, vigilante groups used the war to attack 

slackers, shirkers, pro-Germans, and anyone with anti-war views.  

While these men may not have been aroused to vigilante action outside of the war 

context, America’s entry into the war created an intensely emotional experience that 

allowed those in polite society to use violence as a means toward their ends. 

Government officials often supported vigilante action during the war. Attorney General 

Thomas Gregory, for example, saw it as a sign of vitality and of the country’s martial 

spirit. Shortly after the war began, he announced, “May God have mercy on [war 

dissenters] for they need expect none from an outraged people and an avenging 

government.”567 With this type of language, he and other officials gave the respectable 

classes permission to use violence and group intimidation against the “dangerous 

classes.” One historian has called this bourgeois vigilantism.568 

To understand wartime vigilantism in Wisconsin, we need to be put it into the 

context of its unique political position, especially as a leader of the Progressive 
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movement and the residence of a large Socialist (or Social-Democratic) population. 

Vigilantism historian William Cumberson has argued that the vigilante action in this era 

can be closely tied to progressivism, which privileged and struggled for the structural 

organization of society, especially through the use of bureaucracy and by focusing on 

intellect over emotion. He sees this in stark contrast to the preceding populist era with 

its reliance on emotion and violence.569 While the Progressive Movement in Wisconsin 

probably played a role in who participated in vigilante violence and how they conducted 

themselves during their attacks, Wisconsin’s conservative elite did not describe 

themselves as progressive. At that time, Wisconsin progressives were an amalgamation 

of political moderates, Socialists, and La Follette followers who wanted to expand and 

reform the role of government using innovative approaches, usually in support of the 

common people rather than financial elites or corporations. The state’s business and 

professional leaders, resistant to the idea of bringing more government into their lives, 

usually did not align themselves with progressive politics, yet their approach to 

vigilantism was definitely influenced by a progressive desire to be rational and 

organized. 

Vigilantism as practiced by Wisconsin’s community leaders was embedded with 

an inherent paradox. These men demanded their fellow citizens stand unified behind 

the flag, the president, the military, and the federal government. They wanted law and 

order to flourish and regulate society. Yet they placed more emphasis on “order” than 

the “law,” which they frequently ignored. As a vigilantism historian has stated, “What is 

paradoxical about the vigilante position [of the early twentieth century] is, of course, 
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that it seeks to perpetuate the existing order, but without law and without accepting the 

actions of the society’s political institutions.”570 The Knights of Liberty, for example, 

continued to tar and feather those they deemed pro-German even after the mayor, the 

governor, and later the president identified their behavior as illegal and un-American. 

Often, these war-time vigilantes had the complicit consent of some or all of the local 

public officials and police officers, who treated the organized, rational form of 

vigilantism as a politically legitimate way to police a community. 

Most if not all the forty-eight states experienced some kind of vigilantism during 

the war, although each had its own ebb and flow.571 Vigilante action in Idaho, for 

example, peaked in 1917 and began declining in the spring of 1918.572 Kansas, on the 

other hand, saw little war-related violence until the third Liberty Loan drive (April-May 

1918), but once introduced, vigilante behavior continued at a steady pace through 

Armistice Day. Pacifist Mennonites appeared to be the main targets there.573 

Washingtonians experienced their worst case of vigilante violence in June 1918, when 

local businessmen and prosperous farmers in Walla Walla turned with a vengeance on 

members of the Washington Grangers, a powerful reform organization of around 
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15,000, for allegedly disloyal and unpatriotic statements.574 As with many examples of 

World War I-era vigilantism, those who participated in vigilante groups often equated 

reform with disloyalty, since it disrupted and challenged the status quo and the elites 

who maintained it.  

While deaths from vigilante violence during the war were rare, one that received 

a considerable amount of national attention occurred in Collinsville, Illinois, on April 4, 

1918, when local citizens lynched Robert Praeger, a German immigrant and a Socialist. 

Praeger considered himself a loyal American. He had registered for the military but was 

rejected because of a glass eye and his enemy alien status. He had even reported the 

disloyal remarks of  a man from nearby St. Louis, who received thirty-two days in jail for 

his transgression. However, the president of the local miner’s union, which he had 

unsuccessfully tried to join shortly before his death, called him a spy who had made 

derogatory remarks about President Wilson. Miners led the assault on Praeger, although 

later in the evening, they were joined by inebriated young men of draft age. Around 10 

pm, the mob allowed Praeger to write a letter to his parents and say a prayer before 

hanging him from an oak tree outside of town. Unlike the Ashland tarring and 

feathering Knights, around eleven of the Collinsville mob went to trial, but to the judge’s 

dismay were found not guilty by the jury.575 In contrast to vigilante behavior in 

Wisconsin and much of the rest of the country, the Praeger lynching was more in the 

nature of populist vigilinatism, since it was led by working-class men and not the 
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community’s elites. The mayor, in fact, tried to calm the mob when it was harassing 

Praeger, while the police chief attempted to rescue him by hiding him in City Hall, both 

without success. 

In Wisconsin, the Knights of Liberty events in Ashland and Bayfield Counties 

represented the beginning of the rational and organized era of vigilante behavior. 

During the previous year there had been spontaneous outbursts of populist-style 

vigilantism, generally consisting of working-class men throwing allegedly unpatriotic 

residents into a nearby river or forcing a fellow employee to kiss the flag. In contrast, 

hyperpatriotic community leaders had tried to encourage patriotism and loyalty in more 

benign ways. The April 2 election made them realize they had not succeeded; it brought 

their mission to a crisis point. Although they had won the senatorial election, the 

significant turnout for Victor Berger increased their frustration and added to their 

humiliation. During this time of war, the federal government was demanding unity in 

thought and deed, a concept that very much appealed to Wisconsin’s conservative elite. 

The election proved they had not convinced every state resident of this necessity.  

The Knights of Liberty tarring and featherings began just days before the 

election, when emotions about loyalty and disloyalty were at their peak in the state. 

Many loyalists rejected this approach, seeing it as brutal and uncivilized.576 The 

Milwaukee Journal, for example, called lynching and tarring and feathering “unworthy 

of those who enjoy American citizenship.” These violence-averse loyalists, shortly after 
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the April incidents in Ashland and Collinsville, began dividing “super-patriots,” a word 

first used that month, into two camps: “those more dangerous than the madman” and 

those, like them, who had thrown “everything they have into America’s cause” without 

harming people or their possessions.577 This latter group did not shy away from group 

intimidation, but they preferred a more rational and organized form that relied on 

shame and disgrace rather than violence. Spontaneous outbursts that attacked the body 

or property of an allegedly disloyal victim still occurred, but as before were perpetuated 

by members of the working class. In Wisconsin, both types of vigilantism became more 

frequent with the launch of the third Liberty Loan drive, which began on April 5, 1918. 

*** 

About halfway through the third Liberty Loan drive, Waupun’s chief of police 

Harry Cross spoke with pride about being the leader of Dodge County Council of 

Defense’s Strong Arm Squad. Cross and a local farmer had come up with the idea of a 

squad as a way to make sure everyone in the county contributed their fair share of the 

loan. During this loan drive, many localities around the state established individual 

quotas based on the perceived amount a person could afford to spend on bonds, 

otherwise known as their “fair share.” Cross provided an example of a local man whose 

quota had been set at $250, but only purchased $100 and could not be convinced, even 

after three visits by bond sellers, to buy more. At this point, the Strong Arm Squad 

decided to step in and brought the recalcitrant man to Cross’s office, where a pail of tar 
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was cooking on the stove with a feather pillow nearby. The threat was enough and the 

man purchased his full allotment plus gave $25 to the Red Cross at the insistence of the 

Squad. Cross expected, correctly, that other communities would soon begin to use this 

method against negligent citizens. Cross added that the Squad was also looking for the 

twenty-nine men in Waupun who voted for Berger by offering a reward of $25 for each 

name provided. When that did not prove successful, the Squad increased the reward to 

$125, but again, no one came forward.578 

Around the same time, another “strong arm” squad went into action in Janesville. 

Although described with the same term as the Waupun squad, the Janesville version 

was more ad hoc and more interested in raising 

money for the Rock County war chest, which funded 

the county’s war activities, than in selling bonds. On 

May 14, 1918, the squad, made up of county war 

fund workers from surrounding towns, drove up to 

the home of William G. Heller, a sixty-six-year-old 

retired banker who was believed to have “a 

substantial amount of money” but absolutely refused 

to donate to the war chest. Disgusted by this 

attitude, the squad pulled Heller from his house and 

drove him to a nearby quarry, where they stripped 

him to the waist and painted his chest with yellow 

German crosses, his back yellow, and then dumped the rest of the paint over his head. 
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Heller was left to find his way home on foot. Word of the attack on Heller—or an 

“outbreak of patriotism,” as it was called—reached Janesville before the squad returned, 

and when they did, a number of Janesville residents had lined the streets, welcoming 

them with cheers and waving flags. 579 Pleased with making Heller an example of what 

happens to slackers, the squad planned “a strenuous campaign” to gather war chest 

funds over the next week from those who had yet failed to donate.580 

These examples from Waupun and Janesville represent the increasing use in 

Wisconsin of violence or the threat of violence in the last eight months of the war, as 

well as some common themes of vigilante behavior during that time, specifically 

organized rather than spontaneous visits to those who shirked their patriotic duty, the 

increased use of yellow paint, and the allotting of individual quotas. After Wisconsin’s 

failure to raise its quota during the first and second Liberty Loan drives, the 7th Federal 

Reserve District, which included the southern and eastern counties of Wisconsin, 

decided to initiate individual quotas. The problem, they believed, had been the inability, 

even by zealous patriots, to determine their “fair share,” leading many to seriously 

underestimate the amount of money they should invest in Liberty Loan bonds. To 

ameliorate this issue, local loan committees, beginning with the third Liberty Loan 

drive, determined how many bonds each head of household could afford by reviewing 

property values, salaries, other income, and indebtedness; information provided by 
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county treasurers, township clerks, and income tax assessors. Flyers about the new 

procedures reminded local committees that anyone should be allowed to purchase more 

than their allotment, but no one would be allowed to take less.581 

The Monticello (Green County) Liberty Loan Committee put the new individual 

quota system into practice by dividing their town’s third drive quota of $26,100 among 

city residents by assigning them a rating. An A rating meant the person had the ability to 

purchase no less than $1000 worth of bonds, B meant $300 to $1000, C meant $100 to 

$300, D meant $50 to $100, and E meant that the resident had no known purchasing 

power. This approach forced men such as Monticello resident Fred S. Blum, Jr., who 

from census records appears to have been independently wealthy but who had only 

purchased $50 in bonds so far, to buy at least $1000 worth of bonds. Instructions to 

sellers from the committee chairman mentioned that if they thought the allotment was 

too low, they were free to increase it, but could not decrease it without “positive proof.” 

Everyone, the instructions added, had to purchase at least the minimum of their 

allotment, reiterating the rules supplied by the 7th Federal Reserve District.582 

As can be seen from the Monticello example, Liberty Loan committee members, 

instead of banks, sold bonds beginning with the third Liberty Loan drive. For 

confidentiality reasons, only committee members could know an individual’s quota. 

Loan committees feared that citizens would try to get around paying their fair share by 

purchasing from bankers who would not have quota information. Also, committee 
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members, usually the wealthy and powerful of each community, had less fear than 

bankers of financial repercussions or reprisals. This freedom allowed loan sellers to use 

pressure tactics without fear of any backlash. Sellers still reported sales to their local 

banks, who then reported them to their Federal Reserve district. 

Not everyone was pleased with these new procedures and some let Governor 

Philipp know of their displeasure. Waushara County farmer Byron Morse, for example, 

wrote about his dislike of filling out a form asking for his net worth; his real estate 

valuation; annual income; debts; and contributions to previous loans, the Red Cross, 

and the Y.M.C.A. Morse did not want to share this private information with the “local 

newsmongers” and wondered if he could send the information to state or federal 

authorities instead. Although Philipp responded that there was no law compelling Morse 

to share the information, Morse in a succeeding letter replied that “large authority men” 

in his area were telling people they had to fill out these forms, as well as buy additional 

bonds as decided by “some self-constituted” committee. Morse concluded that while he 

was willing to pay his fair share, he was glad to hear that Wisconsin had not passed any 

undemocratic laws requiring him to share private financial information.583 J. Russell 

Weaver, president of the Farmers & Merchants Union Bank in Columbus (Columbia 

Co.), informed Philipp that he planned to challenge local and federal Liberty Bond 

officials after he received a similar card. Three weeks after the end of the third drive, 

Weaver travelled to Chicago, where he met with the head of the 7th Federal District, and 

demanded that this practice of sending out cards asking for private financial 
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information be stopped. Weaver learned, to his satisfaction, that the cards were to be 

used by loan committees as an index and that the Columbus County chair would be 

informed that they were not meant to be circulated.584 

As with previous loans, farmers continued to pose problems for Liberty Bond 

committees, who often found selling bonds to them challenging. Harvey Menn, who 

farmed in Sheldon Township (Monroe Co.), may have represented the type of mindset 

these committees were up against when he wrote his congressman John J. Esch to find 

out if Congress had passed a law compelling citizens to buy Liberty bonds.585 In 

response to this less than cooperative attitude among farmers, the 7th Federal Reserve 

District published a pamphlet, “Play Fair, Mr. Farmer!” which reported that during the 

first and second drives, farmers in a “patriotic state” had only purchased one tenth as 

many bonds as city people and argued that this needed to change. Farmers who, it 

suggested, seemed to think, erroneously, that their only role during the war was to raise 

crops “and sell them at enormous profits,” had to realize that winning a war took “hard 

cash.” Only by purchasing bonds could farmers prevent America from coming under 
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Germany’s control—an event, the pamphlet concluded, which would lead farmers to not 

only lose their money, farms, and liberty, but also their lives.586  

Farmers responded to these types of pleas by describing their unique difficulties. 

In a typical statement, Frank Reuter of Cochrane (Buffalo Co.) wrote to the state Council 

of Defense that he had experienced hardships because of the war, especially the loss of 

labor, and had decided to give his farm and household priority over spending time and 

money on the war effort. The leader of the Council responded with a biting statement 

telling Reuter to “gladly and uncomplainingly” lend every penny of his money to support 

the government.587 When the Wood County Liberty Loan Committee became 

exasperated with local farmers, its members published a flyer reminding recalcitrant 

farmers that the cost of produce prices had risen 200 to 300 percent during the war and 

admonishing them to spend some of that profit on buying bonds. If the farmer did not 

buy bonds, the county committee concluded, the farmer “had No Right as an American 

citizen to these MARKETS.”588 

To combat farmers’ reluctance to buy bonds, the Winnebago County Loan 

Committee devised a plan that encouraged their participation. Its benign measures 

included sending letters to farmers telling them of the approaching loan drive and when 

sales calls would be made, making sure solicitors were other farmers from the same 

township, and dispensing with the immediate two percent down payment, since many of 

the farmers would be in the field and away from their homes. The Winnebago 
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committee had learned that without exception farmers who were “made to feel the direct 

call of the Government” paid their two percent promptly. On the other hand, stubborn 

cases called for more strident measures. If resistance to buying bonds occurred, the 

committee suggested using “Flying Squadrons” or “Wrecking Crews,” small or large 

groups of men, depending on the type of the trouble, who had the tact and capacity to 

deal with “delicate situations.” If a farmer continued to show an attitude of disloyalty, a 

“Federal Advisory Council” of loyal citizens could be created to investigate difficult cases 

and apply “moral suasion” to correct the farmer’s thinking. Farmers able to withstand 

these tactics would be turned over to the federal authorities. The Winnebago committee 

published their plan and several counties throughout the state used their model.589 

With the instigation of individual quotas combined with more pressure placed on 

farmers, Wisconsin finally oversubscribed its allotment for a loan drive and did so with 

spectacular results. The state had been expected to purchase $53 million worth of 

Liberty Bonds, but managed to subscribe slightly over $73 million. Even the northern 

and western counties in the 9th Federal Reserve District managed to oversubscribe by 

forty-five percent.590 To many hyperpatriots this experience proved that coercion, 

whether intimidation or actual violence, was a useful tool in proving the state’s loyalty. 

They now needed to justify why it was needed in such a loyal state. 

*** 
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After the election that put loyal Republican Irvine Lenroot into office and the 

loan drive that finally put Wisconsin over the top in bond sales, many around the 

country were ready to declare Wisconsin loyal. The Fort Worth Record probably 

summed up most newspaper editors’ reaction to the election when it wrote, “Wisconsin 

has spoken. Wisconsin is loyal.”591 A number of Wisconsin hyperpatriots who travelled 

to or lived in Washington, DC, found this belief in the state’s loyalty widespread. Loyalty 

Legion secretary, George Kull, announced upon his return from the nation’s capital that 

the election results had convinced those back east that Wisconsin was loyal.592 Around 

the same time, Lenroot, now ensconced in Washington, told a group of University of 

Wisconsin alumni living in Philadelphia that the third Liberty Loan results refuted any 

impression those in the east had of the state’s disloyalty.593 According to the Milwaukee 

Journal, these examples, among others, proved the election and the loan drive had 

shown the charge of disloyalty to be unjust. The people of Wisconsin, it added, did not 

need to get down on their knees and ask the nation for forgiveness.594 

Even while happily enjoying the improved perception of Wisconsin’s patriotism, 

most of the state’s hyperpatriots were willing to admit that the state had not achieved 

one hundred percent loyalty among its citizens. There were, the Journal declared, “black 

spots” that needed to be wiped out. To do so, loyalists first needed to understand the 
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disloyal.595 Lenroot, in his alumni address, believed there were two kinds of Wisconsin 

citizens who did not support the war effort: one who was disloyal in his heart and 

another who was merely apathetic or, more insidiously, had been misled by the pro-

German press. Educational propaganda, he argued, would only open the eyes of the 

latter to “the justice of our cause,” but would have no effect on the truly disloyal.596  

How to handle the latter became the question in the summer of 1918. Wheeler 

Bloodgood suggested that those who could see through the lies and innuendo of German 

propaganda, which he frequently described as Germany’s “third line” in its attack on 

America, had to be braver, more courageous, and more militant than ever before. The 

discussion became whether to use violence or not against those who did not accept the 

concept of one hundred percent Americanism and whether civil liberties would guide 

their behavior or not. Bloodgood believed true Americans should be willing to “sacrifice 

some of the sweetness of our liberties” and accept civil rights violations, such as being 

bodily searched for suspicious papers, to annihilate German propaganda and save 

soldiers’ lives.597 The Journal concurred when it admitted that the “over-enthusiastic” 

may attack an innocent man, but “a wise man will accept it—and do his duty.”598 

Despite these types of statements, which seemed to promote a breakdown of civil 

rights, a number of hyperpatriots, including Bloodgood, were not willing to go as far as 

endorsing mob violence. As attacks occurred in Wisconsin and elsewhere, a number of 

                                                           
595 “Wisconsin Can Take Care of Itself,” 10. 
596 “State Leads in Loyalty,” part 1, 3. 
597 Wheeler P. Bloodgood, Statement of W.P. Bloodgood of Milwaukee (Milwaukee, WI: [unidentified publisher], 

March 1918), 5; “The Next of Kin Must Defeat Huns with Own Weapons,” Oshkosh Daily Northwestern, August 6, 

1918, 6. 
598 “’Coercion,’” Milwaukee Journal, May 30, 1918, 10. 



265 

 

them spoke out against it. The Loyalty Legion executive committee passed a resolution 

on April 29, 1918, stating the Legion would stand for strict observance of the law and 

deprecate any acts of mob violence, as well as utterances which might instigate it. 

Instead, the Legion’s executive committee believed that officers of the law and court 

were sufficient to punish any disloyal citizens. They made this renunciation of mob 

violence public and stood by it for the rest of the war.599 Yet mobs, violent and 

otherwise, continued to break the law. So much so that two months after the Legion’s 

resolution, the state Council of Defense (COD) sent a letter to all county COD chairmen 

reminding them that the suppression of sedition was not part of their mandate. The 

leaders of the state COD called on these men not to make any effort to detect or suppress 

sedition unless they were asked to do so by a member of the U.S. Department of 

Justice.600  

Finally, and somewhat belatedly, President Wilson addressed the nation about 

“outbreaks of mob spirit,” asking Americans to show the world that, while the country’s 

soldiers fight for democracy in France, they are “not destroying democracy at home.” He 

went on to state that any American who takes part in or supports mob action “is no true 

son of this great democracy, but its betrayer”—someone who discredits his country by 

being disloyal to its laws and constitution.601 The Reading Labor Advocate 

(Pennsylvania), a Socialist newspaper, wondered if Wilson’s announcement came as a 

shock to “certain men who have been falsely posing as loyal, patriotic Americans,” 
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especially Wheeler Bloodgood of Milwaukee with his threat to answer the “ballots of the 

voters with bullets.” He must be appalled, the Advocate’s editor surmised, to be put in 

“the same category as the Hun who [he affects] to despise” by the president of the 

United States.602 Bloodgood may have been just as appalled to have the Advocate put 

him in the same category as irrational, unorganized mob participants. 

A few months earlier, Wilson had asked Congress to pass stronger sedition and 

disloyalty laws, in part, as a way to suppress mob violence. Loyalists believed that these 

violent actions were the result of “inefficient” laws. The Marinette Eagle-Star, for 

example, agreed that the United States had been too lax in punishing treason and that 

mob violence was the result of “reaping what we have sown.” While promoting what 

became known as the Sedition Act, congressional proponents clearly stated that its 

primary purpose would be to prevent vigilante mobs from taking the law into their own 

hands. Senator William Borah from Idaho, not completely comfortable with the newly-

passed act, rationalized his vote by admitting in a letter, “I know this is a drastic law, 

and I would not support it except in times like these and unless I believed it necessary to 

prevent things far worse.”603 As a result of the new sedition law, disloyal behavior now 

had serious consequences--up to a $10,000 fine, twenty years in jail, or both. 
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Despite the passing of the Sedition Act, mob violence continued in Wisconsin, as 

seen in the continuing tarring and feathering incidents in the Ashland/Bayfield area, 

creating a widening divide between hyperpatriots. A number of Wisconsin newspapers 

spoke out against the continuing violence, seeing it as the “most deadly terror that can 

exist in any community” and “a most unhealthy condition of public morals.”604 Loyalists 

began questioning the patriotism of mob participants and even called them cowards, 

who, in one description, wrapped the flag around their “carcasses” and committed 

crimes “in the holy name of country.”605 The Racine Journal-News reminded these 

anonymous men that patriotism and loyalty were based on “intelligent reasoning” and 

stood for “truth, reason and good government”; qualities belied by mob activity. The 

paper’s editors also suggested that the Sedition Act and other anti-mob laws were not 

working because either local officials supported the mob’s actions or juries feared 

retaliation. They urged that these unpatriotic officials be driven from office and mob 

members deprived a trial by jury.606 Despite questioning the efficacy of the Sedition law 

to suppress mob activity, loyalists generally acknowledged it as a potent way to reign in 

alleged disloyal activity. In the end, a significant portion of Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots 

did not support mob violence, but they appear to have had no issue with the use of mob 

intimidation, especially when they could situate it in the rhetoric of rationality and 

organization. 

*** 
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 Green Bay residents awoke on April 12, 1918, to see the remains of a statue that 

had rested in a semi-circular niche near the roof of a two-story building shattered in the 

street with her head missing. The life-size statue of a woman holding a sword and shield 

had been purchased by the building’s owner, former U.S. Representative Gustav 

Kustermann, about thirty years earlier when he had wanted a Goddess of Music statue 

to grace his music business. When he could not find that specific statue, he installed the 

Goddess of Liberty instead. Despite the fact that her shield was adorned with thirteen 

stars, indicating her American association, the “Loyal Knights” who destroyed her 

believed she was an emblem of Germanic fighting and culture. As the crowd viewed her 

remains, a trumpeter appeared at the second-floor window and played a funeral dirge in 

honor of its demise. The police, who had been called to a non-existent burglary and 

locked inside during the incident, were never able to identify the perpetrators.607 

While the destruction of a supposedly German statue was relatively innocuous, 

Wisconsin German-Americans experienced considerably more serious incidents of 

persecution beginning in the spring of 1918. The day before the Loyalty Knights pulled 

down the Green Bay statue, Department of Justice agents swarmed Milwaukee looking 

for enemy aliens who had violated their permits. Shortly after the United States entered 

the war, President Wilson issued an executive order requiring all German-American 

men over age fourteen to report before a United States marshal to be examined, 

photographed, and fingerprinted. Those deemed loyal to the United States received a 

permit requiring them to not live near or work at munition or other government-related 

factories and to only travel between home and work. If they moved or changed jobs, they 
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had to inform the marshal’s office. Those seen as unfit to receive a permit had to move 

or post a $2000 bond for good behavior.608 

Close to a year after Wilson issued his order, three hundred and fifty Milwaukee 

men had been identified as violating their permits and needed to be brought in for 

questioning. Some of these men had failed to register for a permit, others had moved 

without informing authorities, while others had participated in pro-German activities. 

To take them into custody, approximately seventy government agents in thirty-five cars 

fanned out over Milwaukee in the early hours of April 10. The agents pulled the violators 

from their beds or places of employment and whisked them off to the third floor of the 

city’s federal building to be investigated. By 8 am eighty-two men had been brought in. 

Agents released twenty-five immediately, but detained another twenty-two, who did not 

have permits, for investigation. Two of these latter men, unable to give a satisfactory 

account of their activities and movements, ended up in the county jail. Government 

officials had not decided what to do with the rest of them by the time most Milwaukee 

newspapers went to press. 609 The fear for some enemy aliens was that they would be 

identified as dangerous and sent to an internment camp for the duration of the war. 

During World War I, the federal government interned 6,300 people, thirty-eight of 

those came from Milwaukee, although we do not know if any of the 350 men rounded up 

on April 10 ended up in one of the camps.610 
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Until the elections of April 2, Wisconsin’s German Americans had not been 

victims of personal attacks. There had been some threatening activity against them in 

the first few weeks of the war, but after local newspapers and government officials began 

describing the bulk of the state’s German population as loyal, patriotic, and pro-

American this behavior quickly subsided. This did not mean that attacks on German 

culture did not occur. By the spring of 1918, the German-American Alliance had been 

eliminated, for example, and the teaching of the German language in most of the state’s 

elementary schools had been curtailed, but the state’s German Americans had not been 

vilified. Instead hyperpatriots inside and outside Wisconsin had focused their vitriol on 

the state’s national representatives who had voted against entering the war, allegedly 

because they were pandering to the German voter. After April 2, the German-American 

voter came under attack. We can see this in the two events just described, both of which 

happened about a week after the election. 

After touting the loyalty of the state’s German Americans for the past year, 

Wisconsin hyperpatriots felt betrayed by the high number of them who voted for Victor 

Berger. Election results showed that German Americans overwhelmingly voted for 

Berger regardless of normal political affiliation or religious membership. As an example, 

voters in New Holstein (Calumet Co.), a community predominately consisting of 

descendants of immigrants who left Germany in 1848 to escape political persecution, 

had given Berger 76 percent of their votes (Lenroot received 16.5 percent; Davies 8.5 

percent). The Milwaukee Journal bristled at this news, pointing out that these 

descendants, who owned some of the richest farm land in the state, owed their 

prosperity to the opportunities provided by America and implied they should have 
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shown their gratitude by voting for the “loyal” candidates.611 The Journal had also been 

displeased to learn that Berger had handily won Milwaukee and blamed this result on 

the Germanization of the Socialist party.612 The Christian Science Monitor responded to 

the news that German Americans had primarily voted for Berger by suggesting 

Wisconsin should do everything in its power to show its loyalty now that the senatorial 

campaign had exposed how “objectional things” were in that state, a fact, that the 

Monitor realized had not been known before by the great majority of the state’s 

citizens.613  

So, even though Berger had lost—actually coming in third out of three—his 

significant share of the vote still rankled. The state’s hyperpatriots had pushed for the 

election to prove Wisconsin’s loyalty. When Lenroot won, they touted the news all over 

the country, and many Americans accepted the election results as proof of Wisconsin’s 

loyalty. Yet, despite this result and effort, somehow the election had backfired on 

Wisconsin’s loyalists. Besides decisively illustrating the state’s general loyalty, it had 

also exposed that a sizeable—26 percent—disloyalty problem remained and shown that 

the bulk of the disloyal had German blood in their veins.614   

This did not mean Wisconsin German-Americans did not push back against this 

sweeping accusation that most of them were disloyal. Milwaukee’s German Americans 

announced their loyalty at a patriotic rally held on May 19, 1918. Reverend Karnopp of 

the German Methodist Church, where the rally was held, told the crowd “let no man 

                                                           
611 “Germans Voted as Germans,” Milwaukee Journal, April 7, 1918, 1.  
612 “German Wards’ Vote Gave Berger the County,” Milwaukee Journal, April 5, 1918, 4. 
613 “Wisconsin’s Duty,” Milwaukee Journal, May 5, 1918, part 3, 8. 
614 Luebke, 296. 



272 

 

accuse us Germans of disloyalty.” He went on to enumerate all the ways Milwaukee 

Germans had shown their loyalty, but also pointing how this task had been “doubly 

difficult” for them since they were being asked to battle their own kin, their own blood. 

He ended by declaring that the current American army had more soldiers of German 

ancestry than any other nationality and these boys were better than any others in 

following orders. Finally, he asked that German Americans not turn on themselves by 

accusing each other of disloyalty. Instead, he offered, they needed to unite behind the 

war effort and pray for a “speedy peace.”615 

While Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots may have heard comments like those made by 

the German Methodist reverend, they were more aware of the supposedly inappropriate 

remarks and actions made by “disloyal” German Americans. Statements such as 

“President Wilson will have to crawl on his knees at the Kaiser’s feet” or “I hope the 

Kaiser would win the war,” both made by Wood County German Americans, had a much 

deeper impact on the minds and sensibilities of the state’s militant loyalists than more 

benign and positive statements made by German Americans.616 The state’s hyperpatriots 

definitely bristled over reports like that of a Milwaukee saloon keeper who was known 

for ridiculing American soldiers, holding celebrations at his saloon after the Germans 

won a battle, not letting an American flag fly outside his business, and refusing to buy 

Liberty Bonds or support the Red Cross. At a hearing where he tried to renew his liquor 

license, one witness called his saloon “a hotbed of pro-Germanism.”617 Whether these 
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anti-American statements had actually been made or the reports of the saloonkeeper’s 

behavior were false made no difference to the state’s hyperpatriots. If these specific 

people had not made them, they rationalized, others had. By April 1918, after hearing or 

witnessing this kind of behavior and seeing the election results, they had had enough. 

The time had come to retaliate, to punish Wisconsin’s disloyal German Americans, 

sometimes in a lawful way and sometimes not. 

Over the course of the summer and early fall of 1918, Wisconsin’s German 

Americans felt the wrath of the state’s hyperpatriots through vandalism, intimidation, 

violence, and prosecution in the courts of law. Attacks on teaching German in public 

schools had already occurred, but now the use of German language in any context came 

under suspicion, in the press, in theaters, and especially in churches. The pastor of the 

Lutheran Church in the small town of Kendall (Monroe Co.) delivered his sermons in 

German and its members taught Sunday school from German-language New 

Testaments. Sometime in July or August, around four to six unknown men broke into 

the church and burned all of the testaments, many of the Bibles, and any other religious 

books they could find, causing upward of $700 in damage.618 The German Lutheran 

Church in Washburn also came under attack for similar reasons when the Bayfield 

County Council of Defense sent the pastor a letter demanding that its German school be 

disbanded immediately and that he cease and desist conducting his worship services in 
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German.619 Kendall and Washburn provide just two examples of the many German 

churches that came under attack. 

German language theaters, especially those in Milwaukee, also found themselves 

the target of hyperpatriotic ire. Years after the war, Socialist politician Oscar Ameringer 

told a story of an anti-German mob that aimed machine guns at Milwaukee’s Pabst 

Theater when it announced that Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell would be performed there in 

German. According to Ameringer, the mob obviously did not understand the irony of 

their actions, since Schiller’s play had been inspired by the American and French 

Revolutions. When the Pabst offered to perform a comedy at a different venue, another 

mob formed with the intent of breaking “up this Hun show.” While this story is probably 

apocryphal, it does give a sense of how hyperpatriots viewed the performance of 

German-language plays and musicals.620   

The Pabst Theater, which had helped define Milwaukee as a “German Athens” 

since it was built in 1895, did experience a real, but non-violent attack in June 1918. On 

April 23, 1918, the board of the German Theater Company, housed at the Pabst, had 

decided, because of the war and anti-German sentiment, not to perform any more 

German language plays or musicals for the war’s duration. When internal conflict led 
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that decision to be overturned in early June, the city’s hyperpatriots took action. The 

Milwaukee Journal immediately chided the board for showing little regard for the city’s 

“American community” by producing plays in the “enemy’s tongue” and suggested 

government authorities should take a look at the organization. The newspaper also 

lashed out at potential audience members, especially ones who considered German 

dramas the finest form of theatrical arts, while all others were a type of “buffoonery,” by 

arguing, “The man who cannot get artistic enjoyment from American sources is a poor 

American indeed.” The Journal added that those who sought out German theatrical 

perfection were really looking for relief from the pervasive patriotism found in American 

theaters.621  

The Wisconsin Loyalty Legion also responded shortly after the theater company’s 

announcement by writing a series of resolutions expressing “their emphatic disapproval 

of the continuance of public theatrical performances in the German language during the 

war” and called on the board to revoke their recent decision. Their statement, sent to the 

German Theater Co. and published in the Milwaukee Journal, reminded the board that 

these performances would be offensive to non-Germans, put the city at a disadvantage 

in its attempts to prove its loyalty, and were in opposition to the Legion’s goal “toward 

the Americanization of our citizens of foreign blood.”622 The board seemed to 

understand the ramifications of maintaining their position and, in the end, decided to 

suspend all productions until the war was over. 
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The Loyalty Legion’s concept of Americanization, an allegedly benign form of 

coercion to make immigrants, especially eastern European ones, American, had been 

around since the late 19th century—but it took on new urgency during the war. The 

nation’s hyperpatriots saw the war as an opportunity to push their form of Americanism 

onto immigrants who did not appear to embrace American ways or held onto Old World 

languages and customs. Wheeler Bloodgood promoted Americanization as a way to 

change the hearts of the state’s “mal-assimilated immigrants” and others whose minds 

had been muddled by German propaganda.623 Historian Gerd Korman argues that the 

“militant nationalists” of the World War I era believed that the goals of Americanization 

fit perfectly with their ideas of national interest and national defense, specifically, as one 

Americanization pamphlet put it, to create a “universal desire of all peoples in America 

to unite in common citizenship under one flag.” To this end, Americanization advocates 

promoted the use of the English language, adherence to the American standard of living, 

the creation of a love for America, a reverence toward the Constitution, founding 

fathers, and other American institutions and traditions, and the elimination of disorder, 

unrest, and disloyalty. Korman describes the latter as the hyperpatriots’ attempt to 

create among immigrants a “reverence toward their version of law and order.”624 To 

meet these goals, proponents looked for help from the two places where there were large 

groups of immigrants under the authority of Americanizing influences: the schools and 

factories. To their chagrin, one of these venues failed to meet their expectations. 
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During World War I, Milwaukee, with its large population of German-Americans 

and significant number of powerful militant patriots, was the scene of a major 

Americanization campaign. In October 1917, the Milwaukee County Council of Defense 

launched a crusade to Americanize the city when it appointed May Wood Simons to lead 

an Americanization committee backed by an advisory board made up of Loyalty Legion 

members. Simons and her husband Algie M. Simons had been active Socialists before 

the war, and Algie had even worked at the Milwaukee Leader under Victor Berger. But 

once the United States entered the war, they became ardent nationalists. Simons found 

the Milwaukee public schools willing to work with her on cultivating militant patriotism 

among school children and, as we have seen, the school board moved toward 

eliminating German and other foreign languages from the curriculum and to emphasize 

English instead. All those involved believed they did this in the national interest.   

 Milwaukee manufacturers needed to be persuaded to participate in the 

Americanization campaign. Simons and her supporters wanted factory managers to 

encourage their foreign employees to become American citizens and learn English. They 

tried to appeal to the managers’ self-interest by suggesting they offer English classes 

after work as a way to improve their efficiency on the job, increase safety, and prevent 

them from being influenced by labor agitators. A few tried, first by paying for after-work 

classes in public schools, but when workers were obviously too tired to make the effort 

to attend, Simons suggested the classes be offered inside the factories. Most managers 

could not be persuaded to do so, since they knew they could convey information 

efficiently and cheaply by posting it in multiple languages rather than forcing everyone 

to learn English. The workers, primarily Germans and Poles, often stayed in class only 
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long enough to get a basic understanding of English and then dropped out.625 

 Americanization campaigns had another, often self-created, barrier to convincing 

immigrants to Americanize. The National Defense Council addressed this issue when it 

called on all state and local Councils of Defense to discourage lawless violence and 

treatment, since the “deplorable” result was to undo any work done by Americanization 

campaigns to unite the country.626 Despite this plea, the continued failure by immigrant 

groups to Americanize appropriately seemed to escalate rather than dampen the fervor 

of the state’s hyperpatriots and created another reason they turned to stronger, more 

violent methods of coercion.        

The majority of Wisconsin’s German Americans had been able to avoid the 

persistent yet ineffectual Americanization campaigns, but during the summer of 1918 

more of them, along with their businesses, became victims of assault and harassment at 

the hands of the state’s militant patriots. Yellow paint continued to be a popular tool 

loyalists used to show their displeasure with enemy aliens. In mid-July a group of 

draftees on the eve of a trip from Wausau to their army barracks decided to use yellow 

paint to write the phrases, “Trade Here and Help the Kaiser” and “This is Berlin” on 

Christ Solberg’s store because he allegedly avoided the draft by marrying. Earlier in the 

evening they had also “decorated” the German American State Bank in Merrill by using 

yellow paint to obliterate the word “German.”627 About a month later, Rhinelander 

resident and meat shop owner Leonard Emmerling, accused of showing only lukewarm 

                                                           
625 Korman, 171-190; “Classes in Citizenship,” Milwaukee Journal, April 9, 1918, 12; “Task in Making Americans,” 

Milwaukee Journal, May 25, 1918, 2. 
626 “Warns Against Mob Rule in Curbing Disloyalty,” Milwaukee Journal, July 25, 1918, 5. 
627 “Merrill Bank Gets New Coat of Paint,” Grand Rapids Daily Leader (Wisconsin), July 19, 1918, 1. 
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interest in the war effort, woke up on August 22 to find his business had been “daubed” 

in yellow paint.628 While yellow paint might be used by the rowdier elements of a 

community, local and state leaders resorted to less physical forms of intimidation. 

Owner of Green Lake’s Oakwood Hotel, Irvin F. Strauss had an unsettling experience in 

early August when he received a letter from Magnus Swenson, the chair of the state 

Council of Defense, to appear in Madison three days hence for using sugar packets 

printed with “Do not blame us, blame the United States” at his establishment. When he 

arrived to dispute this claim, Swenson accused him of being unpatriotic and suggested 

he go back to Germany “where you belong.” Strauss retorted that he had been born in 

America and was a good American citizen, to which Swenson responded, “Yes, your 

name shows it,” adding “Get out of my office or I’ll throw you out.”629 Although most 

were not recorded, verbal attacks against German Americans happened throughout the 

state during the last six months of the war. 

The summer of 1918 also witnessed a wave of court cases against those, mainly 

German Americans, who had been indicted with breaking laws enumerated in the 1917 

Espionage Act. The most significant grouping, which occurred in late July into mid-

August at the courthouse in Eau Claire, included twenty-two Wisconsinites. With the 

exception of nine members of the Baronette Holy Roller colony who had been indicted 

for draft evasion, the rest had made seditious statements against President Wilson, the 

military, or the war effort serious enough that the district attorney of western Wisconsin 

decided to have them tried before a jury. The Wood County German Americans 
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mentioned above were among the twenty-two indicted, all of whom the Eau Claire juries 

found guilty. Of those, fifteen were sentenced to incarceration at the federal prison in 

Fort Leavenworth, six to be jailed at the house of corrections in Milwaukee, and the one 

woman to a $500 fine.630  

Due to the prestigious positions of two of the defendants, their cases received 

extensive newspaper coverage within the state and some mention nationally. This 

dubious honor belonged to Judge John M. Becker of Monroe (Green Co.) and Louis B. 

Nagler, Wisconsin’s former Assistant Secretary of State, who had been indicted for 

making disloyal statements. Early in June 1917, Becker had made a speech to the Green 

County Board of Supervisors and the County Council of Defense allegedly telling them 

that the war in Europe was “a rich man’s war” and that supposed food shortages were a 

tactic being used by corporations for their own gain.  He also told a local woman that her 

two sons in the army would be shooting their own relatives when they went to France. A 

year later, the federal court in Superior, Wisconsin, indicted Becker on charges of 

making “false statements with intent to interfere with the operations and success of the 

military and naval forces.”631 In November 1917, Nagler had told a group of Red Cross 

canvassers that the Red Cross and the Y.M.C.A. were “nothing but a bunch of grafters,” 

who only used 10 to 15 percent of the money they collected for soldiers or other war 

work. On December 10, a grand jury agreed that he should be tried for making false 

reports about the two charitable organizations “unlawfully, knowingly, willfully and 
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feloniously” with the intent of hindering the success of the United States in its war 

effort.632 In July 1918, Nagler’s case came before the federal judge in Eau Claire; 

Becker’s trial began in early August. After hearing the evidence, juries found both men 

guilty. Later that year, a federal judge sentenced Becker to three years and Nagler thirty 

months at the federal prison in Leavenworth.633 

Becker and Nagler had a lot in common, all of which made them perfect targets 

for Wisconsin’s loyalists. Both men had grown up in rural, small-town Wisconsin, 

Becker in Blue Mounds (Dane Co.) and Nagler in East Farmington (Polk Co.), the sons 

of German immigrants. Both had managed to forge successful political careers by the 

time of World War I; Becker had been an elected Green County circuit court judge since 

1898 and Nagler had made his way up through the ranks of the secretary of state’s office 

in appointed positions since at least 1909. Becker had a long history as a Democrat, but 

in January 1918 decided to run for governor as a Progressive Republican and La Follette 

supporter. Nagler was also an ardent supporter of La Follette and, unlike many other 

supporters, had not abandoned the senator during the war. To Wisconsin’s loyalists, 

these two men represented a potent combination of holding prestigious positions while 

being German-American and La Follette supporters. Add to that having made offensive 

comments and they became perfect and significant foils to the state’s hyperpatriots. 

However, both Becker and Nagler had the wherewithal to appeal their convictions, 

which were overturned in 1920, and they never spent a day in jail.  
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During the spring and summer of 1918, Wisconsin’s German Americans used a 

number of ways to respond to both the verbal and physical persecution they 

experienced. Some chose to proclaim the loyalty of those with German blood, while 

others railed against the harassment, most, however, chose to remain silent. In May, 

Reverend Karnopp of Milwaukee’s German Methodist Church had spoken out against 

labeling Milwaukee Germans disloyal. Around the same time, one hundred city 

residents of German extraction gathered to form the Society of American Unity, in 

essence, a Loyalty Legion for German Americans, to combat the disloyal label in a more 

systematic way. The idea was that those who joined the Society would pledge to support 

the American government, the war effort, and the fostering of an American spirit in a 

way that eliminated ethnic tensions. Yet the Society had been created because many of 

its founders believed the Loyalty Legion had been trying “to persecute all Americans of 

German blood.” Actually, leaders of the Loyalty Legion understood the need for such a 

society and assisted with its creation.634 However, the Society of American Unity never 

became a viable organization. 

Since America entered the war, the number of German Americans in Wisconsin 

who spoke against the persecution meted out by militant patriots had dwindled. Despite 

this, the Milwaukee Journal recorded in July 1918 that a few German Americans were 

still protesting their treatment, but dismissed them as “men—and women—who have 

spoken out against America”; any harassment these complainers experienced, it argued, 

was their “just due.” True Americans, the newspaper added, knew enough to 

discriminate between “faithful and unfaithful” German Americans, the latter they 
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viewed and treated with indignation, while the former they took “to their bosoms.”635 

Most of Wisconsin’s German Americans, even those who were truly patriotic, probably 

never experienced this or any act of affection by “true Americans.” The best course they 

found was to keep a low profile and their mouths shut. Underneath a placid exterior, 

many resented and derided the hyperpatriotic rhetoric. As Manitowoc resident Ernst 

Baensch wrote to U.S. Representative John Esch, “I often have to laugh at the fear 

experienced by Anglo-Americans. All this talk of lukewarmness [sic] or worse, 

disloyalty, among those of Teutonic blood is a bogyman. [The German Americans] 

hurrah for the flag just as lustily as the others, even more musically.”636 Wisconsin’s 

German Americans may not have felt comfortable sharing their anger in public 

statements, but they had learned from the April 2 election that they still had some power 

at the ballot box. The next time they would have a chance to wield that silent muscle was 

on September 3, when the primary elections for governor and all eleven U.S. 

Representatives would be held.637 

*** 

 With the fall elections, the primary in September and the general in November,  

Wisconsin’s militant patriots, especially members of the Loyalty Legion, believed they 

would finally attain one of their major goals: to remove from office the nine Wisconsin 
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U.S. Representatives who had voted against entering the war, as well as a patriotically 

lackluster governor, and replace them with loyalists. Success in this endeavor, they 

thought, would not only free Wisconsin from those who had originally stained the state’s 

reputation, but decisively eradicate the “traitor state” epithet. Since Wisconsinites 

usually supported Republican candidates in general elections, the Republican primaries 

were of paramount importance to the state’s hyperpatriots. The Milwaukee Journal 

even declared, days before the election, that the “primary will determine whether 

Wisconsin is militantly American…or a lukewarm spectator of the march of events.” The 

nation and the world, it added, will be watching Wisconsin on September 3 and judging 

it.638 All nine targeted representatives were Republicans, as was the governor, so the 

Loyalty Legion made sure that most of them would run in the primary against someone 

who its members had defined as appropriately loyal and patriotic.  

The Loyalty Legion actually began planning its election strategy, one that 

identified suitable contenders, on April 29, when its general council drew up a list of five 

statements candidates must subscribe to in order to have the Legion’s backing. These 

resolutions required potential candidates to support the prosecution of the war to its 

“final victory” and also oppose any peace negotiations with Germany unless the Allies 

had thoroughly defeated the enemy in battle. To do otherwise, the resolutions 

suggested, would leave Germany “unbeaten and unrepentant” and make “peace with 

justice” unattainable.639 About six weeks later, the Legion resolved to support an 

amendment to the state’s election laws that would allow loyalist “fusion” candidates, 
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ones who represented both the Democrats and Stalwart Republicans. As he had when 

the Legion pushed this idea for the April senatorial election, Governor Philipp, a target 

of the Legion, refused to act on their request.640 

Of the eleven U.S. Representatives, two of them, David Classon (9th District in 

Northeast Wisconsin) and Irvine Lenroot (11th District in Northwest Wisconsin) had 

voted to enter the war in April 1917.641 Since, according to Stalwart Republicans, they 

had cast their ballot appropriately, neither district held an election to oppose them 

during the Republican primary. Classon, running against a Democrat, went on to easily 

win the general election with 60 percent of the vote. Since Lenroot had been elected U.S. 

Senator in April, another Republican, Adolphus P. Nelson, ran in his stead. With no 

Democrat and only a Socialist running against him in the general election, Nelson won 

the 11th District with over 84 percent of the vote.  

Two of the nine remaining Wisconsin congressmen, all who had voted against 

entering the war, also did not go through the Republican primary, James H. Davidson 

(6th District in east central Wisconsin) because he died on August 6, 1918, just as he was 

gearing up for the fall campaign, and John J. Esch (7th District in west central 

Wisconsin) for reasons that can only be surmised.642 Wisconsin’s Republican Party 

chose Florian Lampert to replace Davidson in the 6th District. In the general election, 

Lampert ran against Democrat Bonduel Husting, the late Senator Paul Husting’s 
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brother, who could have possibly won this race, but he split the non-Republican vote 

with Socialist Gilbert Thompson, leaving Lampert the winner.643 In the 7th District, Esch 

had clearly voted against America’s entrance into the war, but somehow managed to 

avoid the disloyal or traitor label. The editors of Madison’s Capital Times suggested that 

7th District’s big business leaders had found this “adroit” politician satisfactory to their 

interests and had, more importantly, not offended them. The newspaper also thought 

that, unlike the congressmen who did experience primaries, he had not been an ardent 

progressive or La Follette supporter.644 In the general election, his district gave him a 70 

percent majority over the Democrat and Prohibition Party candidates. The seven 

remaining incumbents up for re-election would have to fight fiercely to remain in 

Congress. 

Between late May and late August, the Loyalty Legion, the newly-formed Patriotic 

Congressional League, and loyalist newspapers like the Milwaukee Journal, went after 

those seven with blistering, but similar rhetoric. They usually began their attacks by 

pointing out that the belief Wisconsin was disloyal began with these national 

representatives, who “did not have the courage to declare war against Germany” and did 

not support the president’s “win-the-war program.”645 Loyalist media often mentioned 
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what they considered a list of failures, some before the April 6, 1917 congressional vote, 

such as supporting a resolution to prevent Americans from ocean travel or voting 

against allowing American ships to carry arms and ammunition in their cargo. Other 

alleged failures occurred after the United States’ entrance into the war, such as not 

supporting conscription, voting against the Espionage Act, and not agreeing to censor 

newspapers during wartime.646 If an incumbent replied that he had been elected by a 

constituency that knew he would vote against the war or that his vote was based on the 

number of petitions sent to him by his constituents, the militant patriots usually accused 

the congressman of pandering to the German vote.647  

Since Wisconsin congressmen generally supported the war effort once the United 

States joined the Allies, loyalists had to limit their grievances to those from before the 

war or in the few months following the congressional vote. If an incumbent pointed out 

that he had been an active champion of the war effort, loyalists accused him of not 

taking “a sufficiently pronounced position early in the crisis,” not understanding that he 

had voted “to surrender America’s sacred rights to German Autocracy,” and ignoring 

German atrocities.648 The Milwaukee Journal completely dismissed this incumbent 
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argument by informing the congressmen who used it that they could not be loyal only 

after war was declared.649 A few anti-incumbent arguments focused on the 

congressmen’s current statements or potential future behavior. When Congressman 

John Nelson (3rd District in southwest Wisconsin) described loyalists as “pay-triots,” 

essentially using the war and patriotism to make a profit, the Wisconsin State Journal 

rebuked him by informing its readers that the Lafayette County G.A.R. post had resolved 

not to support Nelson and asked would Nelson describe these Civil War heroes as “pay-

triots.”650 The Patriotic Congressional League asked those in the state’s 8th District if 

they were willing to place the world’s future in the hands of someone who could ignore 

Germany’s atrocities, as well as be easily swayed by constituent petitions from the 

disloyal minority. Despite these attempts, the state’s militant patriots had trouble 

proving that the incumbent congressmen had a consistent history of disloyalty during 

the sixteen months of America’s involvement in the war. 

 As had so often happened when the state’s hyperpatriots actively involved 

themselves in a state election, the primary results were mixed. Three incumbents lost in 
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the Republican primary, while the other four had no problems beating their 

contenders.651 Henry Cooper, who lost in the 1st District (southeast Wisconsin) decided 

to run as an Independent against the Republican nominee in the general election. As a 

result, the loyalists focused their general election efforts on these five (the four 

Republicans who won their primaries and the one Independent), usually by promoting 

the Democratic candidate. As the Loyalty Legion and Congressional Patriotic League 

repeatedly announced, they endorsed loyal candidates, regardless of party. Exceptions 

were made in the 1st District, where the loyalists supported the Republican candidate 

over the defeated Cooper, and in the 10th District, where only a weak Independent 

candidate could be roused to oppose incumbent James Frear after he won the 

Republican primary.  

 At the same time these congressional races occurred, the state’s militant patriots 

also waged a fierce battle in the Republican Party’s gubernatorial race. There would be 

three candidates on the September 3rd ballot, the incumbent Emanuel L. Philipp, the 

farmer-labor coalition candidate preferred by La Follette supporters James N. 

Tittemore, and the loyalist candidate state senator Roy P. Wilcox. When Philipp became 

governor in 1916, he had planned to only run for two terms, not three. With the war in 

Europe still raging, he decided in early 1918 to see Wisconsin through to the end of the 

crisis by running for a third term. Tittemore, at the time president of the Wisconsin 

Society of Equity, a farmers’ political organization, became a candidate on May 1 at a 

                                                           
651 The three incumbents who lost included Henry Cooper, 1st district (1st District counties included Kenosha, 

Racine, Rock, Walworth, and Waukesha), John Nelson, 3rd District, and William Cary, 4th District (Milwaukee). The 

four who won included Edward Voigt, 2nd District (counties: included Columbia, Dodge, Jefferson, Ozaukee, 

Sheboygan, and Washington), William Stafford, 5th District (Milwaukee), Edward Browne, 8th District (counties: 

Marathon, Portage, Shawano, Waupaca, Waushara, and Wood), and James Frear, 10th District (counties: Barron, 

Buffalo, Chippewa, Dunn, Eau Claire, Pierce, Pepin, St. Croix, and Trempealeau). 
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farmers’ convention held in Madison. His goal was to bring together farmers and blue-

collar workers to end the hold of entrenched business and political leaders on the 

welfare of the state’s citizens. Wilcox, who earlier in the year had successfully introduced 

in the state senate the Wilcox amendment labeling La Follette as disloyal, was to be the 

salvation of the hyperpatriots. To them, Wilcox was “a 100 per cent American, liberal 

candidate, intelligent, fearless and independent, who, if elected governor, [would] not 

weaken in loyalty to his country when the test comes.”652 Replacing Philipp with Wilcox 

became their primary goal. Tittemore, on the other hand, was just a distraction. 

 Loyalists dismissed Tittemore for several reasons. First, his platform placed too 

much emphasis on domestic issues and not enough on using these issues to win the war. 

At the same time, he did not place enough emphasis on loyalty and patriotism. Secondly, 

his candidacy came about under a cloud of suspicion. The farmers attending the May 

convention had no prior knowledge that they would be electing candidates for state 

races and creating a party plank and, in fact, had been told there was no formal agenda 

for the meeting. A few months later, the Wisconsin State Journal described the 

convention as “the most un-American, the most undemocratic political conference we 

have ever heard of in the entire history of Wisconsin.” Their real concern, however, 

primarily focused on another reason to ignore Tittemore, specifically his focus on 

appealing to class consciousness. The Journal accused him and his supporters of 

allowing farmers, union labor, and non-union labor to participate in the proceedings in 

an effort to create “a class government” that privileged “toilers,” something, the Journal 

                                                           
652“An Open Book to the Voters of Wisconsin: All-American Candidate for Governor, Senator Roy P. Wilcox of Eau 

Claire, Wis.,” (Milwaukee: Wilcox Campaign Committee, probably August 1918), 3. 
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suggested, only the Bolsheviki in Russia had tried to do, albeit unsuccessfully.653 

Although Tittemore actively campaigned and was well-received in parts of the state he 

was never really a contender for the Republican nomination. 

 With the race clearly between Philipp and Wilcox, the latter set out to label 

himself the loyalty candidate. In his platform, issued the first week of August, Wilcox 

declared, “The great and overwhelming issue of the times is loyalty.” There could be no 

doubt, indifference, or compromise on this matter, he stated, adding the government of 

Wisconsin’s only goal should be as an aid in winning the war. Everything else in contrast 

was insignificant.654 To accomplish this goal, his supporters asserted the state needed a 

man with the vision to understand “the real meaning of the war,” one who knew that “a 

victorious peace” is the supreme issue of the moment; a man who would not 

compromise with disloyalty.655 Wilcox met all of their requirements for a loyal and 

patriotic candidate. To the state’s hyperpatriots he represented the ideal and best 

qualified candidate, similar in these respects to the late Senator Husting. 

 Besides promoting his virtues, Wilcox and his campaign seemed eager to finally 

lay out all of the reasons Philipp needed to be ousted. As with the targeted congressmen, 

most of the reasons laid out for Philipp’s removal by Wilcox and his supporters focused 

on the governor’s opinions and behavior from before the nation’s entrance into the war 

or the months immediately after. Wilcox specifically attacked the governor’s support of 

a pre-war embargo of arms and ammunition, as well as humanitarian aid, to the Allies 

                                                           
653 “No Room for the Bolsheviki,” Wisconsin State Journal, July 8, 1918, 10. 
654 “Loyalty Leading Plank in Wilcox Platform,” Milwaukee Journal, August 9, 1918, 4. 
655 “An Open Book to the Voters of Wisconsin,” 4.  
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and Central Powers, all allegedly in the support of neutrality. Wilcox also reminded the 

electorate of Philipp’s anti-conscription position from early in the war and suggested 

that by fighting this policy, the governor had brought into question the morale of 

Wisconsin’s draft age men. In a less rigid stance, the Wisconsin State Journal was 

willing to admit that Philipp had gotten better as the war continued, but would always 

be faulted for lacking the vision to see that Germany was the real enemy in the months 

before Congress’s April 1917 war vote.656  

Wilcox and his supporters went beyond the governor’s policy to more deeply 

ingrained issues. He suggested Philipp said Wisconsinites should be “proud of our 

German-Americans” simply to pander to the German voter. Wilcox, on the other hand, 

stated he would not use the hyphenated term, since he was looking for support from all 

Americans, anyone loyal to the American flag, without reference to their national 

background, adding, “All of our ancestors at some time came from somewhere.”657 

Finally, the Milwaukee Journal took issue with Philipp calling himself a “war governor.” 

A real war governor, it argued, would have stood with the loyalists and denounced 

treachery and disloyalty, especially when churches were being used to spread German 

propaganda. Had Wilcox been governor, it continued, he would have condemned the 

crimes of Germany in a frank and stern manner; he would have understood the 

“holiness” of the cause; and, he would have supported the loyalist causes.658 If Philipp 

                                                           
656 “No Room for Bolsheviki,” 10. 
657 “Philipp’s Pride,” Wisconsin State Journal, August 6, 1918, 10. 
658 “Gov. Philipp’s Keynote,” Milwaukee Journal, August 7, 1918, 6. 
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wanted to label himself a “war governor,” he should have championed patriotism, 

loyalty, and those who stood behind those terms.    

Philipp anticipated Wilcox and his supporters’ condemnations of his loyalty and 

began his campaign by going after the loyalist weak spot: the violent vigilante attacks 

that had occurred around the state. On July 3, in a speech at Prairie du Chien, Philipp 

declared, “If my opponent, Roy Wilcox, wishes to stand before the people as a ‘tar and 

feather’ candidate, he may do so.”659 He obviously hit a nerve, since the response was 

immediate. The Milwaukee Journal was shocked the governor would stoop so low and 

make a statement beneath his dignity.660 The Chippewa Falls Independent described 

the comment as a “mighty mean thing” to say in order to win the governorship.661 

Wilcox called it a vicious and unwarranted attack, since there was nothing in his record 

to base such an accusation. He had, in fact, stood for law and order all his life. He saw 

Philipp’s move as a way to label him dangerous and “insinuate” that he might deny some 

people their constitutional rights. Wilcox called this innuendo, which did not deserve 

attention.662 Yet as eager as he was to call out Philipp for not condemning Germany, the 

Capital Times could not find any instance when Wilcox had condemned the tarring and 

feathering in Ashland. In retrospect, perhaps Wilcox had been as cowardly in not 

defying militant patriots as he believed Philipp had been in not defying Wisconsin’s 

German Americans. 

                                                           
659 Several newspapers reported this comment, including the Milwaukee Journal and Chippewa Falls Independent. 

“Beneath the Dignity,” Milwaukee Journal, July 5, 1918, 14 and Chippewa Falls Independent as published in “With 

Editors of Wisconsin,” Wisconsin State Journal, July 10, 1918, 10. 
660 “Beneath the Dignity,” 14. 
661 “With Editors of Wisconsin,” 10. 
662 “Wilcox is Cheered by Ashland Crowd,” Racine Journal News, July 18, 1918, 2; “Attempt to Deceive People is 

Charged,” Wisconsin State Journal, August 16, 1918, 16. 
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In the week before the primary election, concern about the outcome of the 

congressional and gubernatorial races seeped into editorials written by militant patriotic 

editors. The Milwaukee Journal reminded its readers that the nation was watching 

Wisconsin again to see if it would vote for “men who were blind on and before April 6, 

1917” or “men who saw clearly.”663 A few days later, the Journal reiterated that the 

nation and the world are watching Wisconsin and “will form their opinion from the 

decision which she makes.”664 The Eau Claire Telegram more bluntly stated the reason 

for this concern—its belief that the state was “still cursed with wrong-heads or worse.”665 

It knew that these poisonous men were still out there, but had no idea what their effect 

on the election would be. They found out on September 3, 1918. 

As with the senatorial race in April, the results of the congressional races were 

mixed, but there was some good news for the militant patriots. Of the seven men they 

hoped to defeat in the primary, they were able to oust three: Henry Cooper in the 1st 

District, John M. Nelson in the 3rd District, and William Cary in the 4th District. The 

Republicans who defeated these three went on to win the general election in November. 

This meant there were still four congressional incumbents who the loyalists needed to 

remove. They knew the fight to dislodge these four would be an uphill battle, since the 

remaining incumbents were all Republicans and Democrats rarely won in Wisconsin, 

the late Paul Husting being an exception. For the next two months, the state’s 

hyperpatriots would try to convince the electorate in the 2nd, 5th, 8th, and 10th Districts to 

                                                           
663 “Our Plain Duty Next Tuesday,” Milwaukee Journal, August 30, 1918, 1. 
664 “A Summing Up,” Milwaukee Journal, September 1, 1918, part 1, 4.  
665 Eau Claire Telegram as published in “State Press and Politics,” Milwaukee Journal, August 28, 1918, 4. 
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replace their apparently disloyal Republican congressmen with Democratic or 

Independent candidates.  

The gubernatorial Republican primary, on the other hand, was very tight and 

would not be called until nine days after the election. Around 186,000 men had voted in 

the election, with Tittemore receiving over 45,000 votes (23 per cent). That left Wilcox 

and Philipp neck and neck, each having at least 71,000 votes. As counts from around the 

state came in, the leader of the race slowly changed. The day after the election, Wilcox 

had a slight lead. On September 5, the Wisconsin State Journal described Wilcox’s 

margin as 1,500 votes. By the 6th, the race results were still uncertain, but the margin for 

Wilcox had fallen to 67 votes. On the 7th, Philipp became the leader with 154 votes. By 

the 9th the margin or Philipp had increased to around 300 votes. Finally, on September 

13, the state’s citizens learned that Philipp had won the Republican primary by 418 

votes.666 There is a strong possibility that if Tittemore had not run in this election, 

Philipp would have beaten Wilcox decisively, since election results showed that 

Tittemore and Philipp split the German counties Berger had won in April.667 The third 

candidate’s presence actually gave the loyalists more of a chance to win then they 

probably realized at the time.  

*** 

                                                           
666 “Wilcox Has 1,500 Margin Over Philipp,” Wisconsin State Journal, September 5, 1918, 1; “Result of Race for 

Governor is Still Uncertain,” Racine Journal News, September 6, 1918, 1; “Philipp Leading in Race for Governor by 

Over 100 Votes,” Janesville Daily Gazette, September 7, 1918, 1; “Philipp in Lead by Over 300 Votes,” Capital 

Times, September 9, 1918, 1; “Tittemore Ran Poor Third in Late Primary,” Manitowoc Daily Herald, September 13, 

1918, 1. The final count was Tittemore: 45,459 (carried 16 counties), Wilcox: 71,177 (carried 32 counties), Philipp: 

71,595 (carried 23 counties). 
667 “Aided in Naming Philipp,” Milwaukee Journal, October 3, 1918, 12-13. 
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By the time the general election occurred on November 5, many Wisconsinites 

had seen or experienced the use of intimidating and violent tactics by the state’s 

hyperpatriots, especially during the fourth Liberty Loan drive. Shortly before the 

election, Will Esch wrote his brother U.S. Representative John Esch that “willing 

horses,” like himself were being “driven to death” by the high bond assesments of the 

fourth drive. He added that loan committees around the state “are just raising H--- with 

this Liberty Loan and believe me the transactions will come home to roost.”668 The 

obvious place for them to roost would be the general election, which did not go exactly 

as Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots had hoped. 

  In the gubernatorial election, the loyalists supported the Democrat, Henry 

Moelenpah, a banker from Clinton (Rock Co.), who ran against Governor Philipp and 

Socialist Emil Seidel. After the election board sorted through the over 331,000 votes cast 

on November 5, Wisconsinites learned that Philipp had handily beat both of his 

contenders with 47 percent of the vote. Three of the remaining Republican incumbents 

in the U.S. House of Representatives also won re-election. In the 2nd District, Edward 

Voigt ran against a Democrat and Socialist and ended up winning with 44 percent of the 

vote. In the 8th, Edward Browne also ran against a Democrat and Socialist and won with 

52 percent. In the 10th, voters elected James Frear with an overwhelming 90 percent, a 

result occasioned by the lack of a Democratic candidate and the presence of a very weak 

                                                           
668 Will Esch to John J. Esch, October 14, 1918, JJE papers, WHS. Will added that when he found out his assessment 

was $500, he told the bank “to go jump in the lake.” John Esch replied that he agreed that Will had been taxed 

“rather hard on the Fourth Liberty Loan.” He had also been assessed $500, an amount he had subscribed for each 

loan, but by the fourth drive was finding them difficult to buy, consequently he could “only pay this last by 

installments.” John J. Esch to Will Esch, October 18, 1918, JJE papers, WHS. 
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Independent. Unlike other Republican candidates William Stafford, the 5th District’s 

Republican incumbent, lost, but the outcome was disturbingly unexpected to the city’s 

militant patriots, since he lost to a Socialist, and not just any Socialist. 

The state’s 5th District, which included a significant portion of Milwaukee and 

had been represented by William H. Stafford since 1902 (with a two-year break from 

1910 to 1912), saw a three-way race for the U.S. House representative. Stafford, the 

incumbent, had voted against entrance into the war, but had won the district’s 

Republican primary. In November, he ran against the Loyalty Legion’s, Patriotic 

Congressional League’s, and Milwaukee Journal’s favorite, Democrat Joseph P. Carney, 

a newspaper man who was currently serving as a Milwaukee alderman, and the Socialist 

candidate, the hyperpatriots’ nemesis, Victor Berger, who was just weeks away from his 

trial for sedition. The League would not back Stafford because he voted “to surrender 

America’s sacred rights to German Autocracy,” while the Milwaukee Journal believed 

his record made it impossible for “thorough-going Americans” to support him. The 

Journal also believed he would lose the anti-war vote, who the newspaper identified as 

Stafford’s constituency, to Berger. The race the editors thought would come down to the 

loyalist candidate, Carney, and Berger. They went on to urge their readers to support 

Carney and “redeem Milwaukee.”669  

 While Stafford, the Journal suggested, had failed in his duty as an official 

representative, Berger, the city’s loyalists believed, had failed his duty as a citizen. Not 

                                                           
669 “For Home and Country: Patriotic Congressional League Pledges Its Support for the Election of thoroughly Loyal, 

Representative and Able Men from the Fourth and Fifth Districts (Milwaukee, WI: Patriotic Congressional League, 

1918); “Carney or Berger?” Milwaukee Journal, October 25, 1918, 14; “Claim Carney’s Election Safe,” Milwaukee 

Journal, October 29, 1918, 2; “Carney or Berger Will Win,” Milwaukee Journal, November 2, 1918, 4. 
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only had he had been indicted for sedition under the Espionage Act by a Milwaukee-

based federal grand jury in February, on October 28, days before the election, a grand 

jury in Chicago indicted him on similar charges. By the time of the election, he had 

thirty indictments made against him. To Milwaukee’s loyalists, he was an 

embarrassment to the city. To the Brooklyn Eagle (New York) he was a “menace” to the 

country. Loyal Milwaukee citizens had to keep Berger out of congress, the Eagle 

demanded, even if that meant voting for Stafford.670 By the time of the election, 5th 

District voters, who the Eagle described as mostly of “foreign stock,” had had enough of 

the loyalists and their demands and elected Berger with 44 percent of the vote. Carney 

came in second with 30 percent and Stafford last with 26 percent.  

 Explanations for his win, which the Milwaukee Journal called “deplorable,” 

poured in over the next few days. The Racine Journal News suggested that Wilson’s 

appeal for a Democratic congress had turned Republicans away from Carney.671 While 

the Milwaukee paper thought Stafford and Carney had split the Socialist opposition 

vote, it also blamed the governor for not allowing fusion candidates to run against 

Socialists and others branded as disloyal. “Some untoward results” would have been 

avoided if Philipp had done his duty, the Journal argued.672 Berger, on the hand, felt 

vindicated. He believed 5th District voters had, by electing him, spoken out against 

militarism and imperialism and for an early and lasting peace. They could not show 

                                                           
670 Brooklyn Eagle (New York) as published in Baraboo Weekly News, October 10, 1918, 2. 
671 “Victor L. Berger is Winner at Milwaukee,” Racine Journal News, November 6, 1918, 1; The election was held on 

Tuesday, November 5, 1918. On October 19, Wilson made a public appeal for a Democratic majority in congress to 

help him put his peace plans in action. Since just months earlier he had championed a no-politics approach during 

the war, his statement badly backfired and Republican majorities were elected in both the House and Senate. 

Garrett Peck, The Great War in America: World War I and Its Aftermath (New York: Pegasus Books, 2018), 194-195. 
672 “Results in Wisconsin,” Milwaukee Journal, November 6, 1918, 8. 
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their dissatisfaction by voting for a Democrat or Republican candidate, Berger 

suggested, so they had to vote the Socialist ticket. Berger added that the indictments and 

persecution he had experienced probably helped his cause.673 After the election, the 

question became would congress allow him to take his seat. The answer rested on the 

results of his trial for sedition. 

 Berger’s ordeal would be arduous, stressful, and last several years, but eventually 

he would be legally vindicated. A month after his election, another grand jury, this one 

in La Crosse, also indicted him for having violated the Espionage Act.674 This, however, 

was a side story to the trial that was about to occur in Chicago with Judge Kenesaw 

Mountain Landis presiding. The long, drawn-0ut trial began on December 9 with final 

arguments exactly a month later (The court did take off a week for the Christmas and 

New Year holidays.). In the evening of January 9, 1919, the jury declared Berger guilty of 

sedition. After preventing an attempt by Berger’s lawyers to request a new trial, Judge 

Landis sentenced Berger to the maximum, twenty years in a federal prison. Berger, still 

out on bond, responded that he would take his case to the Supreme Court. In the 

meantime, he planned to serve as a duly elected congressman. When he arrived in 

Washington, DC, his fellow congressmen were flummoxed by his presence and began 

searching for ways to prevent a convicted traitor from taking his seat amongst them. 

Finally, on November 10, 1919, congress officially denied Berger a seat in the House 

using as their reasoning section three of the 14th amendment, which prohibits those who 

have engaged in rebellion or given aid to the enemy from serving in the government. 

                                                           
673 Milwaukee Sentinel as published in “Berger Says He Has Been Vindicated,” Sheboygan Press, November 6, 1918, 

3. 
674 “Berger Again Indicted,” Racine Journal News, December 4, 1918, 4. 
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The House then required the 5th District to hold a new congressional election. It did, on 

December 19, and to the amazement of many, elected Victor Berger again. Congress 

quickly reaffirmed that Berger would not be allowed to take his seat, so the 5th District 

chair sat empty until the November 1920 election. This time the Republican loser from 

the 1918 election, William H. Stafford, won and served for two years. During this time, 

Berger’s case finally made it to the Supreme Court, which overturned his conviction on 

January 31, 1921. At the next congressional election in November 1922, the 5th District 

elected Berger again. This time he was allowed to serve and did so until shortly before 

his untimely death in 1929.675  

*** 

Before the general election occurred, other events, rife with vigilante action, 

dominated the news of the state. About two weeks prior to the worst incident of vigilante 

violence, the Racine Times-Call took Governor Philipp to task for suggesting that the 

state had seen much violence, disorder, and mob law over the past few months. Instead, 

it argued, “In no state in the Union has there been less overt acts and more obedience to 

the law.” After September 14, 1918, the Times-Call would no longer be able to make that 

statement.676 On that Saturday afternoon, a posse (or mob) stormed the home of the 

Krueger family in Longwood Township (Clark Co.), an event that led to two deaths and 

several significant injuries. Caroline Krueger, who practiced a Pentecostal Holy Roller 

religion that closely adhered to the commandment, “Thou Shalt Not Kill,” lived a mile 

                                                           
675 Pifer, 231, 238-239; Glad, 53. Berger died on August 7, 1929 from injuries, including a cracked skull, which 

occurred when he was hit by a Milwaukee streetcar on July 16. Berger was 69 at the time of his death. 
676 Racine Times-Call as published in “State Press and Politics,” Milwaukee Journal, August 31, 1918, 4. 
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south from the town of Withee on a farm with her four draft-age sons, two who had 

registered for the draft a year earlier, but refused to report to military service, and two 

who had not registered. Mrs. Krueger, a strong believer that governments should not 

force men into military service due to her religion, may have been the instigator of these 

decisions.  

To force compliance, four federal and local authorities went to the Krueger home 

that Saturday with warrants to arrest the brothers. The deputy U.S. marshal in charge 

had been hired with no apparent qualifications and definitely no experience, and 

afterward most commentators laid the bungled incident at his feet. Shortly after this 

group arrived at the Krueger farm, Ennis Krueger, the youngest of the brothers at age 

nineteen, pulled out his pistol and shot at the lawmen, who returned fire. As the marshal 

and his compatriots escaped, Frank, the eldest, fired his shotgun in their general 

direction. The marshal sent a passing motorist to nearby Owen (two miles to the east of 

Withee) to get help, specifically men with guns. The rallying cry, “We’re gonna to shoot 

up the Kruegers!” spread through the small town as men who wanted to join the posse 

ran for their guns. Over the next few hours, that was exactly what happened.  

The gun battle began as the first posse members arrived at a neighboring 

farmhouse. By the late afternoon, the posse, a number of which had been shot and 

wounded, had grown to an angry mob no longer controlled by the marshal. They blamed 

Caroline for this mess and several yelled that she should be lynched or shot. Home 

guard companies eventually arrived and brought some order to the scene. The battle 

raged until dark with gun barrages devastating the Krueger house. The next day, 

Caroline and Frank, who had been badly wounded, reluctantly surrendered. By this 
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time, the house had been riddled with hundreds of bullet holes and five members of the 

posse had been badly wounded. A few hours after being shot, Harry Jensen, depot agent 

for the town of Owen, died from his wounds. The other four mob members survived, as 

did Frank Krueger, who, along with his mother, was arrested for first degree murder.  

Two other brothers, Leslie and Ennis, managed to slip through the guardsmen who had 

surrounded the property during the night. The fourth brother, Louis, had moved out 

west in April to escape conscription and missed the battle. Two weeks later, the U.S. 

marshal who had bungled the brothers’ arrest, shot and killed Ennis, while he was 

hiding in a barn loft in Polley (Taylor Co.), about twenty-three miles northwest of 

Withee. The marshal said Ennis had pulled a gun, but many came to believe the agent 

had shot the Krueger brother in his sleep. Around the same time law enforcement 

officials tracked the third brother, Leslie, to Minnesota, where they arrested him. Louis 

managed to disappear until 1920, when he was recognized and arrested in Chippewa 

Falls. He spent about seven months in jail before being released. The courts released 

Caroline, but convicted Frank and Leslie in 1919 and sentenced them to life in prison. 

Armed posse at the Krueger Farm, September 17, 1918 

From: https://www.wiclarkcountyhistory.org/5data/119/119816.htm 
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They both spent most of their sentence in mental institutions and received a 

gubernatorial pardon from Robert La Follette, Jr. in 1934.677  

Those who knew the Kruegers realized that religious fanaticism had caused the 

brothers to dodge the draft, while others, like the Milwaukee Journal, used the incident 

to fan the flames of ethnic hatred by blaming “false propaganda.” The Journal believed 

the brothers’ minds “had been poisoned and inflamed…[by] attacks upon America 

printed in alien-hearted newspapers” or spoken by “alien propagandists,” sometimes 

from the pulpit. While the Kruegers should be hunted down and captured for their 

bloody crimes, “the men higher up,” the paper argued, should also be punished.678 The 

Journal was correct in its assumption that the Kruegers had a German heritage; both 

Caroline and her late husband Ludwig, although born in Wisconsin, were the children of 

German immigrants. However, the Kruegers had made clear that their reasons for draft 

dodging came from their religious and moral beliefs and not from ethnic affinities with 

Germany. After capturing Frank and his mother, the posse members were surprised to 

find that the Kruegers actually had an American flag hanging over their fireplace.  

                                                           
677 Pifer, 194-196. For detailed accounts of the Krueger incident see Jerry Buss, The Krueger Affair: A War of their 

Own (Oregon, WI: Badger Books, 1998) and Kay Scholtz, The Wisconsin Krueger Family Tragedy: 16 Years of Letters 

from Prison (Boulder, CO: Trails Books, 2013). The Madison Democrat used hyper-patriotic language to describe 

the outcome, writing that Jensen “fell dead from a pro-Prussian bullet fired by a traitorous, un-American slacker” 

and suggested that Frank and Leslie “be shot forthwith by a platoon of soldiers” after a court martial that would 

help vitalize the “truth eternal that—Treason is death!” as published in the Baraboo Weekly News, October 10, 

1918, 2. Caroline, who had been in jail at the time of Ennis’s death, had his body exhumed and declared that the 

corpse was not her son, a belief she held until her death in 1941. The Kruegers had been a fairly wealthy family at 

the time of the shootout and the house, which was brand new at the time and had many up-to-date features, had 

not yet received its final coat of paint. The Kruegers never recovered financially, the house was not finished during 

their ownership, and the brothers never married. Louis was the last to die in 1963. The house still stands and has 

been refurbished. Each succeeding owner has decided, however, to leave the bullet holes in the outside of the 

house and in the built-in china cabinet unrepaired.  
678 “The Ultimate Responsibility,” Milwaukee Journal, September 17, 1918, 8. 
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While this incident might seem different from typical incidents of mob violence, 

especially those that happened the following month during the the fourth Liberty Loan 

drive, it had many similar qualities. Its main difference was that it was instigated by 

federal agents instead of the town’s elites. However, once they lost control, they relied 

on those elites, such as the depot agent, to gather and lead a posse that served as their 

back-up. The crisis devolved from a controlled and organized, albeit poorly, situation 

into one with spontaneous violence, ending in death. If the federal agents had not 

arrogantly assumed they could accomplish the task of rounding up the Krueger brothers 

alone and instead have asked for the cooperation of the nearby towns’ leaders, this event 

may not have ended so tragically. In the end, this incident of botched mob violence 

would be the worst case of vigilantism in Wisconsin during World War I, but the use of 

mob violence became more prominent as the fourth Liberty Loan drive got underway. 

*** 

 By the fourth Liberty Loan drive, a combination of deep disappointments, 

especially at the ballot box, combined with the knowledge and experience of successfully 

persuading, albeit in intimidating and coercive ways, their recalcitrant neighbors to 

purchase war bonds had led loyalists throughout the state to embrace a moral suasion 

form of vigilantism. Loyalist leaders rarely called themselves vigilantes. They were 

instead leading “committees” that had a respectable and rational purpose, selling war 

bonds. Their activities, they believed, were carefully organized and allegedly violence 

adverse. Some of these committees, however, felt no compunction using violence or the 

threat of it against those who they thought were shirking their patriotic duty by not 

buying Liberty bonds, especially if the obstinate neighbor was a farmer or German or, 
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even worse, both. Those committees that avoided violence used intimidation by 

numbers or public shaming to meet their community’s loan quotas. In either case, 

Wisconsin, hyperpatriots thought, had to succeed in selling bonds as never before to 

finally remove that stain of disloyalty from Wisconsin’s reputation. The means would 

justify the ends.  

Wisconsin’s loan committees had learned from the third Liberty Loan drive and, 

consequently, were able to make improvements to their methods for the fourth drive, 

which began September 28 and lasted through October 19. The committees continued 

the third loan practices of assigning individual allotments and of sending “flying 

squadrons” to those who needed extra encouragement to buy bonds. This time, 

however, the squadrons were considerably more formidable. One Wisconsinite noted a 

pattern in the way these squadrons, which mostly fixated on farmers who had not 

bought any bonds or only a small portion of their allotment, carried out their “raids.” 

Large groups made up of loan committee members would arrive at the farmer’s door 

accompanied by deputy sheriffs, a color guard, photographer, stenographer, and a 

banker (to make loans), along with factory workers provided by the local manufacturer 

to be the muscle. Squadron members usually presented themselves as agents of the 

government and employed a ceremonial format to reinforce that concept.679 This 

increased emphasis on intimidation by numbers, formality, and occasionally violence 

may have been the result of an apparent feeling among farmers that they had done all 

                                                           
679 Stewart, “Prussianizing Wisconsin,” 102. Manufacturing employees would be docked their pay to buy bonds, so 

were rarely a focus of loan committee squadrons. Superior Industries required their employees to purchase bonds 

equaling one month’s pay, although the company’s general chairman expected those with “tidy bank accounts” to 

buy more. “New Loan Plan: Month’s Pay from Every Man,” Milwaukee Journal, September 1, 1918, part 3, 1. 
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they could in the third loan drive, which could explain its spectacular results, and had 

nothing left to give financially when the fourth drive came around.680 

From stenographers’ reports printed in newspapers, as well as letters and 

affidavits written by those who had visits from these intimidating squadrons, there is a 

fairly decent record of what being approached by one of these mobs was like and the 

consequences of refusing to purchase one’s bond allotment. The Outagamie County 

Council of Defense, sometimes described by those 

affected as the “Vigilante Committee,” took a 

more forceful approach to loan collecting than 

most, especially when it approached county dairy 

farmers of German descent who had been lax in 

their bond purchases. Apple Creek (Outagamie 

Co.) dairy farmer John Deml experienced one of 

their visits when he was woken up shortly after 

midnight on a Sunday morning by a group of 

about forty men, who declared they were the 

Council of Defense. They were at his home, one of 

them announced, to make sure he purchased his 

allotted $500 worth of Liberty bonds. When he 

told the posse through a closed door that he had 

bought $450 in bonds during the third bond drive and could not afford any more, the 

                                                           
680 “Failure to Buy Bonds Probed,” Milwaukee Journal, October 23, 1918, 4. This article focused on Fond du Lac 

County, which had subscribed 157 percent of its allotment in the third loan, but came under its quota in the fourth. 

Posters for the Fourth Liberty Loan 

often portrayed Germans as violent 

and sub-human. 

Library of Congress LC-USZC4-2950 
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men got angry and began to break into his home by tearing off the screen door and 

threatening to force the front door open. When Deml let them in, he decided to step 

outside to see if any yellow paint had used on his house or mailbox. At this point, several 

members of the group grabbed at his arms and legs and demanded he “sign up.” When 

Deml refused, citing the time of night, a member of the mob shouted, “Get a rope!” In 

the next instant, he had a rope around his neck and under his arms. A sharp jerk on the 

rope forced the farmer to the ground, where some of the mob jumped on his back and 

struck his face. The attack ended abruptly when another member told his fellow Council 

members that they had gone too far. When Deml told the leaders that he would 

definitely not buy bonds “after being abused like this,” a leader, possibly the Appleton 

police chief, told him he had to come with them or meet with “Mr. Keller” later that 

Sunday at 10 a.m. When Deml agreed to the latter, the raid ended. Deml did not visit 

Mr. Keller, but did try to get a warrant for assault with intent to do great bodily harm 

against those he recognized. Appleton judge A.M. Spencer refused to issue one for that 

charge, but later stated that he had been willing to issue a warrant for assault and 

battery, but that Deml and his representatives declined the offer. Shortly after the fourth 

drive ended, Clinton Ballard, who was on Appleton’s city board and a member of the 

Society of Equity, Tittemore’s farmer organization, took affidavits from the farmers 

accosted by the Vigilante Committee and presented them to Governor Philipp, who 

referred Ballard to District Attorney Mark Catlin. Catlin declined to act on the farmers’ 

behalf, stating that the affidavits “grossly exaggerated” the events.681 

                                                           
681 John Deml (Apple Creek) to Charles D. Stewart (Hartford), October 22, 1918 as published in “Prussianizing 

Wisconsin,” 101; Clinton Ballard (Grand Chute) to editor (unknown newspaper), n.d., Charles D. Stewart (CDS) 

papers, WHS; “Bond Boosters Face Probe,” Milwaukee Journal, October 27, 1918, 10.; “Affidavits in Mob Violence 
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Another violent incident occurred in nearby Winnebago County as the fourth 

Liberty Loan campaign was winding down, when the county’s loan committee decided 

to confront those who had not bought their full allotment. Oshkosh lumber dealer 

William Wagstaff, who led this committee, must have felt a certain zealousness about 

this task, since he also served as the chairman of the Individual Allotment Committee 

for the loan drive at the state level. Adamant that all county residents would buy their 

allotted amounts, he set out on October 15, a clear day with mild weather, to confront 

the loan slackers. He brought forty-one other men with him, including former state 

attorney general Emmet Hicks. They drove around the county visiting several men, 

including farmer John Mole. Later, Mole remembered he was in the process of getting 

his horses out from the barn around 2 p.m. when “Wagstaff’s mob of 42 men in 

automobiles called at [his] home.” They aggressively insisted Mole purchase $100 in 

bonds, his allotted amount, and sign for his mother’s bond application for $200. When 

he told them those amounts were beyond his means, but he would buy a $50 bond, the 

mob got feisty, calling him “cocky,” a “yellow dog,” and accusing him of disloyalty for 

earlier saying the bonds had no value. A call went out amongst the mob to arrest Mole. 

When he turned to the former attorney general, Hicks told Mole to buy or else he could 

not save him. Mole still refused. The mob then decided to “make the yellow dog kiss the 

flag.” Someone threw one on the floor and when Mole did not immediately kneel down, 

he was struck behind his left ear knocking him out and kicked again while he was down. 

When he came to, he did kiss the flag, but then the mob forced him into one of the 

                                                           
Cases are Placed before Justice Department Officials,” Capital Times, December 21, 1918, 1, 4. The latter article 

includes seven affidavits from Outagamie County dairy farmers. The farmers mention those they recognized in the 

mob, who were all from Appleton, including a coal merchant, insurance agent, horse dealer, and dentist, as well as 

the chief of police. 
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automobiles and took him to his neighbor’s farm. On the way, a mob member cried out, 

“let’s go back and burn his buildings, the yellow dog.” Once they arrived at nearby farm, 

Mole agreed to buy the allotted amount and the mob let him go. As he recalled, “I was 

abducted, and I paid the ransom…They then let me go home and they drove on to abuse 

other people.” The event was witnessed by Mole’s wife and mother, who lived with the 

couple, as well as their two Milwaukee guests. In early January 1919, Wagstaff declared, 

“No coercion of any kind was used” during the fourth loan drive and Emmet Hicks 

concurred.682 

Not all visits by Liberty loan committee delegations were as violent as those 

experienced by Mole and Deml, but they could still be disturbing and uncomfortable 

experiences. The Milwaukee County loan committee, who called themselves the Liberty 

Loan Flying Squadron, used ceremony to overwhelm the farmers it visited. On a typical 

visit, a large group of men would arrive at a farmer’s home in twenty-five cars. After 

parking, a squad of military men out of uniform and without rifles, supposedly to 

prevent a sense of intimidation, proceeded into the farmyard, where they stood in a 

semi-circle around the farmer. The leader, frequently James H. Stover (John Stover’s 

brother, mentioned in chapter three), would read a “message from our government” that 

accused the farmer of failing or refusing to do his share and asked if he was now ready to 

do his duty. Most of the farmers subscribed at this point, but those who remained 

obdurate were told of the shame they would experience for not doing their part. A 

handful more farmers folded after this speech and made down payments towards their 

                                                           
682 John Mole (Fisk) to Charles Stewart, January 7, 1918, CDS papers, WHS.; “Farmer Was Not Struck,” Capital 

Times, January 13, 1918, 1, 6. Wagstaff’s mob approached John Mole on October 15, four days before the fourth 

drive ended. 
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loan. The Milwaukee Journal described the ceremony as “solemn, silent, and orderly,” 

but also a “baptism of patriotism,” and added that deputy sheriffs were present to make 

sure order was maintained and no violence ensued.683 

At least four farmers still refused to purchase loans, one because he was a 

Russellite, as had been Caroline Krueger, and would “not contribute anything for the 

purpose of killing my brother.” Stover suggested he could end up at Fort Leavenworth 

for statements like that and called him “no better than a worm of the earth.” The farmer 

stood his ground and the Flying Squadron had no choice but to nail a yellow placard on 

his property that read, “PUBLIC NOTICE The occupant of these premises has refused to 

buy his share of fourth Liberty loan bonds. Do not remove this sign.” The other three 

Milwaukee County farmers also had similar signs placed on their buildings and their 

names, along with transcripts of the proceedings, turned over to federal authorities. 684 

 Shaming or the threat of shaming became a primary tactic of these squadrons 

during the fourth bond drive, even though it met with mixed success. The Milwaukee 

County placards, for example, did not prevent four of the farmers the committee visited 

from refusing to buy bonds. Henry Stoltzman, another farmer who experienced the 

Outagamie County Vigilante Committee, decided to sign a “black list” rather than buying 

bonds he could not afford, even after the committee told him that he was marking 

himself as “a slacker and pro-German” and could be sent to Germany after the war 

(Stoltzman was born in Wisconsin, the son of German immigrants.). Shaming did not 

                                                           
683 “Bond ‘Slacker’ Round-up On,” Milwaukee Journal, October 29, 1918, 1. 
684 “Bond ‘Slacker’ Round-up On”; “’Wouldn’t Protect Own Wife,’” Milwaukee Journal, October 31, 1918, 4.; “More 

Slackers on Loan Found,” Milwaukee Journal, November 1, 1918, 8. 
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work on Stolzman, neither did the threat of being tarred and feathered. Only when the 

squadron began pushing his wife around and intimating that if he did not sign up “there 

would be something doing,” did Stoltzman finally break and buy his allotment.685  

Another sign, much larger than the Milwaukee County placards and labeled 

“Slacker Board,” appeared at a prominent corner in Genesee Township (Waukesha 

County) on September 23 or 24 next 

to the Town of Genesee’s Service 

Roll plaque. The board, decorated 

with a yellow flag, named local 

farmer George Norrie as a slacker 

for not attending any patriotic 

meetings or buying any Liberty 

bonds and for driving his car on a 

gasless Sunday. When Norrie 

complained of the sign’s presence to the Genesee Township Council of Defense, its 

members denied creating the sign, but produced a long list of transgressions on Norrie’s 

part and elaborated on them in detail in the local newspaper. Norrie did buy bonds in 

the fourth drive, but added, he “would not give them the satisfaction of saying they 

                                                           
685 “Affidavits in Mob Violence Cases,” 4. The article lists his name as H.A. Holzman, but it was really Henry Albert 

Stoltzman. This idea of deporting slackers also showed up in a letter dated September 16 to the Milwaukee Journal 

editor. “Milwaukeean” suggested that those who did not show “affection for this country” by not buying their fair 

share of Liberty bonds should be interned until after the war and then deported “to the land they think they love 

so well, but allowed themselves to forsake,” an underhanded reference to German-American “slackers.” “Letters 

to the Editor,” Milwaukee Journal, September 19, 1918, 7. 

“Slacker Board” for George Norrie   

in Genesee Township 

WHi 149471 
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forced me to do so.”686 In a similar tactic, the Washington County Council of Defense 

placed a notice in a West Bend newspaper that citizens who did not “subscribe for their 

fair share” would find their names published in a later issue.687  

 When the bond drive finished, Wisconsin’s militant patriots probably felt they 

had succeeded, since the state had comfortably made its 

quota by $12 million, even though fifteen counties had not 

made their allotments. This success occurred despite news 

of peace talks in Europe and the Spanish influenza 

pandemic, both of which could and may have hampered 

bond sales. On October 14, Governor Philipp issued a 

statement that he had heard “some people are losing their 

interest in bonds because of the prospect of an early 

peace,” but reminded the state’s citizens that the war was 

still in progress and the funds requested by the federal 

government were still needed.688 Around the same time, 

President Wilson  and Secretary of Treasury McAdoo, 

hearing that “the weak-kneed and the pro-German propagandists” were inhibiting bond 

sales by announcing the war was over, vigorously rebutted this claim and reminded 

Americans of their financial duty during the war crisis.689  

                                                           
686 Norrie (Genesee Station [sic]) to Stewart (Hartford), January 5, 1919, CDS papers, WHS. “To the Public,” 

Waukesha Freeman, November 14, 1918, 2. This was a letter from Norrie to the editor.; “Genesee Township 

Council of Defense Replies,” Waukesha Freeman, November 28, 1918, 3. 
687 West Bend News, October 16, 1918, 1. Located in the bottom right corner of the front page. Despite the threat, 

no names were published in subsequent newspapers.  
688 “Philipp Urges Speed,” Capital Times, October 14, 1918, 6. 
689 Labert St. Clair, The Story of the Liberty Loans (Washington, DC: James William Bryan Press, 1919), 79. 

Announcement in the West 

Bend News, October 16, 
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The loan drive was still weeks away when the Spanish flu hit Wisconsin. On 

September 17, the state’s first death occurred in Racine. By mid-October, Will Esch, the 

brother of U.S. Representative John J. Esch, wrote from Lodi (Columbia Co.) that “The 

flu is getting bad about here.”690 His experience reflected that of most Wisconsinites. 

During the last week of September, new flu cases rose from 6 to 97, with new cases 

peaking on October 22 with 588. By the time the disease passed through Wisconsin, an 

estimated 103,000 of the state’s citizens had had symptoms and 8,459 had died. The 

loan drive occurred in the midst of this pandemic. Unlike most states at the time, 

Wisconsin had a robust public health system, due to the work of the Progressives, and 

managed to have one of the lowest death rates in the United States. On October 10, 

when the state health officer declared a public health emergency and closed all schools, 

theaters, and places of public gathering for the duration of the flu, all planned patriotic 

rallies had to be cancelled as were many other publicity events meant to support the 

fourth loan drive.691 Loan committees in their flying squadron mode seemed to have 

exempted themselves from these restrictions.  

*** 

While dealing with the mid-term elections and the fourth Liberty Bond drive, 

Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots also had to consider their response to a potential peace 

settlement between the Central Powers and the Allies. Earlier in the year, President 

Wilson had laid out America’s war aims in what became known as his Fourteen Points 

                                                           
690 Will Esch to John J. Esch, October 14, 1918, JJE papers, WHS. 
691 Pifer, 179-181; Glad, 57-58; Steven Burg, “Wisconsin and the Great Spanish Flu Epidemic of 1918,” Wisconsin 

Magazine of History 84, no. 1 (autumn 2000): 38, 40-41, 44-45, 52. Wisconsin’s death rate was 2.91 per thousand, 

much lower than the national death rate of 4.39 per thousand. Berg, 41. Wisconsin’s population in 1920 was 2.679 

million, so about four percent of the population experienced the disease. 
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Address, including the creation of a League of Nations. His intent was to limit the Allied 

powers more extreme demands when peace was finally declared. He later added eleven 

more points that included the right of self-determination for the defeated countries. 

Militant patriots in Wisconsin, as well as around the country, worried that Wilson would 

go soft on Germany, so they reiterated their demands that the belligerent nations be 

militarily defeated and made to suffer for their actions. In reality, Americans only had a 

limited ability to control events and, once started, the move to a peaceful and diplomatic 

resolution to the war happened quickly. Battle guns blared and boomed until 11:11 am 

on November 11, 1918, when they stopped suddenly as a negotiated armistice went into 

effect. Cities and towns around Wisconsin celebrated the news with parades and parties. 

In a handful of locations, some of these celebrations would devolve into what would be 

the final incidents of war vigilantism. 

Although talk about peace negotiations had been happening on and off 

throughout 1918, the first real action occurred on September 29, when Bulgaria agreed 

to peace terms and to dismantle its war apparatus. Turkey and Austria-Hungary 

followed soon afterward. On October 6, Prince Maximilian, the new imperial chancellor 

of Germany, sent a note to Wilson asking to begin peace negotiations. The president 

believed armistice was a military matter best negotiated by generals and turned the 

request over to General Foch of France. Wilson was eager, however, to participate in the 

final peace negotiations.  

Well-known lawyer Clarence Darrow wrote in the New York Times that peace will 

only “come when the German military machine is destroyed” and not before. He wanted 

a military victory, as did Henry Cabot Lodge, a Republican U.S. senator, who made a 
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speech late in August stating any peace that occurred would have to be dictated to 

Germany by the Allies, including the United States, and not negotiated.692 Around the 

same time, the Milwaukee Journal, in an unusual show of moderation, editorialized 

that although discussion of peace was “looked upon by some extremists as traitorous” 

and those who discussed it “thrust into the category of pacifists,” peace would come 

eventually and its readers should not condemn those who looked forward to it. Using 

this epithet, i.e. pacifist, indiscriminately, the newspaper added, would ultimately reflect 

more on the accuser than on the one accused.693 Yet concern about how the peace would 

be negotiated did escalate, so that on October 14, Arizona Senator Henry Amhurst met 

with Wilson to let him know, “If your reply should fail to come up to the American spirit, 

you are destroyed.”694 The American spirit, however, seemed to welcome the armistice. 

With the knowledge that an armistice was only days away, towns and cities 

around Wisconsin began to prepare for a celebration. A false announcement occurred 

on November 7, setting off a handful of spontaneous parties, but the information was 

soon corrected.695 Before a real armistice was declared, the Janesville Gazette reminded 

its readers what the term meant. Armistice was not the signing of peace terms, the paper 

stated, but a preliminary step in that direction, which in this case included a temporary 

cessation of hostilities along with the requirement that German forces would withdraw 

to German soil. The Gazette added there would be a big celebration in town once official 

word had been received that an armistice had gone into effect. In anticipation of this 
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celebration, the Janesville Chamber of Commerce had arranged for a band to play, all 

the bells in the city to ring, chimes to play patriotic airs, and a grand parade with the 

Boy Scouts, Sammies’ Sisters (a young girls’ group that supported the Red Cross), High 

School Cadets, and local members of the Wisconsin State Guard. The Chamber asked 

factories to dismiss their employees early to witness the parade and participate in the 

celebration.696 This event resembled many around the state, but a few got out of hand.  

The Evansville (Rock Co.) celebration quickly became the most notorious of these 

because the belligerent crowd degraded and humiliated a 73-year-old woman. Mary 

Jane (Montgomery) Shaw had been born in Ohio, but moved with her parents to 

Evansville when she was an infant and lived there the rest of her life. She married 

George Shaw, a shoe store owner who later became a real estate dealer, and together 

they had several children, although only one son lived to adulthood. George was around 

in 1918, but Mary seemed to be the focus of the loyalists’ fury beginning with the third 

Liberty Loan drive. She had been active in the war effort and even purchased $1,400 in 

Liberty bonds (with cash not bank loans), but refused to participate in the “Your Share is 

Fair” campaign, the Rock County effort to sell war bonds using individual allotments in 

the third bond drive. Mrs. Shaw considered the allotments unfair, since they were not 

issued in neighboring Dane County. When her obstinacy became known, “a bunch of 

zealous patriots” painted the walk and front of her house yellow on June 29.697  

Memory of this refusal resurfaced on Armistice Day. In anticipation of the 

festivities, Mrs. Shaw had decorated her car in patriotic colors, but before she could 
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leave, a group of “loyalist citizens,” essentially a mob, burst into her home and 

demanded that she come with them. When she refused, they left, but soon returned with 

a large animal cage, later described as a cage for a circus lion, and tried to force her into 

it. She responded by pointing a rifle at them. A fifteen-year old boy managed to pull it 

from her hands, while the others pushed her into the cage and placed it on a wagon. 

Mrs. Shaw was paraded downtown until the cortege stopped at a bonfire in front of a 

local hotel. Here, mob members insisted she exit the cage, kneel, and kiss an American 

flag. When she did not cooperate, they pulled her from the enclosure and tried to force 

her to kneel and kiss the flag, without success. The police chief finally stepped in and 

broke up the mob and released Mrs. Shaw from the cage. The mob went on to find other 

“slackers” in Evansville and in the town of Union, who were humiliated by being forced 

to do a “snake dance” around the bonfire, as well as kiss the flag. Two days later, in a 

letter to the Janesville Daily Gazette, Mrs. Shaw described the mob as being primarily 

made up of intoxicated, draft-age men, who if they were truly patriotic, she thought, 

should have been “across the water fighting Germans.” She would not kiss or salute the 

flag for those hooligans, because, in her words, the flag “does not and never has stood 

for mob riot.”698 

*** 

This is how the war ended in Wisconsin—with an elderly woman paraded around 

town in an animal cage. The Evansville mob was not the only case of armistice 

                                                           
698 Information about the Mary Shaw incident comes from these sources: “Evansville Woman Placed in Cage,” 

Janesville Daily Gazette, November 12, 1918, 5; “Evansville Woman Claims She is Loyal,” Janesville Daily Gazette, 

November 13, 1918, 4; “Evansville Woman Nabbed by Crowd,” Wisconsin State Journal, November 14, 1918, 4; 

Henry Huber, “War Hysteria,” unpublished manuscript, Henry Huber papers, WHS, 40-42.  
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celebrants turning on those they deemed disloyal or pro-German. A throng of loyalists 

also harassed a number of German-Americans in Black River Falls and there may have 

been others.699 This behavior is what the loyalists had wrought with their extreme and 

escalating forms of patriotism: a type of vigilantism based on moral issues, specifically 

an American morality, as defined by them, which had to be upheld at all costs. To do 

less, in their minds, was to be un-American. Yet they dismissed or ignored many of the 

values that made the United States unique, especially individual rights as provided in 

the Constitution.  

Today, these hyperpatriots are barely remembered. If they are, it is for their more 

extreme behavior, such as the Krueger incident, where a mob of local men rained bullets 

on their pacifist neighbor’s house, or the parading of Mary Shaw on Armistice Day in a 

lion cage. While the names of the victims are often known, those of the perpetrators 

have been generally forgotten. This is probably because within months of the war’s end, 

a number of Wisconsinites began accusing the militant patriots of being more like the 

Prussian enemy than the “true American” they constantly upheld as the ideal.  

 

 

 

  

                                                           
699 Emma Gebhardt (Black River Falls) to Charles Stewart, January 23, 1919, CDS papers, WHS. Emma listed the 

names of Black River Falls’s “victims of mob rule” at the end of her letter.  
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Chapter 6: The Aftermath to a “Government by Busybodies” 

 

“Government by busybodies has neither head nor tail; working outside the law, it 

becomes lawless; and having no law to support it, it finally depends for enforcement 

upon hoodlums and mob-rule. When the respectable and wealthy elements are 

resorting to this sort of government…we finally have a new thing in the world and a 

most obnoxious one—mob-rule by the rich; with the able assistance of the hoodlums—

always looking for a chance.”700 

Charles D. Stewart, “Prussianizing Wisconsin,” January 1919 

 

In the weeks after the election and Armistice, Hartford (Washington Co.) resident 

Charles D. Stewart701 put pen to paper and wrote a letter to The Atlantic Monthly 

attempting to explain why Wisconsin—Milwaukee, especially—had so overwhelmingly 

supported Socialists in the November 1918 election, arguing that the blame for the 

results could be put squarely on the shoulders of the state’s hyperpatriots. Stewart 

believed their “entirely Prussian manner” during the 4th Liberty Loan backfired, leading 

those who experienced intimidation to refute the perpetrators the only way they knew 

how: at the ballot box. As Stewart recognized, “Vote for the party in power? I trow not. 

You would vote Socialist till the cows came home.” Stewart’s conclusion that “the 

Socialists’ sudden accretion was a Pro-America vote, not a Pro-German [one]”702 framed 

the election results as patriotic and loyal.  The editors of the Atlantic, so taken with this 

letter and its thesis, published it as “Prussianizing Wisconsin” in their January 1919 

issue.703 The Atlantic article appears to have been the first in a series of attempts to 
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expose, vilify, and possibly punish Wisconsin’s militant patriots for their excessive and 

sometimes violent behavior in the last months of the war. To a certain extent, these 

attempts were successful, since after about 1930 very little, if anything, can be found 

that condones their actions. On the other hand, those who used violence to create an 

oppressive atmosphere in the state during wartime never experienced any reckoning for 

their behavior and most likely went to their graves feeling justified in their actions.  

*** 

To be clear, Charles Stewart was not 

against the Liberty Loan drives. In July 1918, he 

even wrote an article supporting the fourth one 

at the request of the national Liberty Loan 

Committee, located in New York. In it, he stated, 

“This time, when the citizen puts his hand in his 

pocket and brings it out with his fist double, that 

fist is going to hit Despotism right in the face,” 

and added, “As a free people, we must 

temporarily oppress ourselves so that we may 

not be permanently oppressed by another.”704 Clearly, Stewart, a Stalwart Republican 

who briefly served as Governor Philipp’s executive secretary early in his administration, 

bought into the patriotic rhetoric of the time.  

                                                           
fourth Liberty Loan drive, which meant it was then published in the Congressional Record. The Capital Times also 

reprinted the article in its January 21, 1919 issue. 
704 John Price Jones, Assistant Director of Publicity, Liberty Loan Committee, New York, New York to Stewart, July 8, 
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Charles D. Stewart, c. 1915 
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What changed Stewart’s mind were the tactics used to elicit those funds, 

especially in his own backyard. The strong-arm methods used by the Washington 

County Liberty Loan committee were not the type of oppression he seems to have 

envisioned in his Liberty Loan article. His form of oppression was self-imposed and not 

coerced by pseudo-legitimate committees. After hearing what neighboring farmers had 

experienced, Stewart decided to make himself a target by refusing to pay his fair share of 

the fourth Liberty Loan. He was soon visited by a “collecting committee,” which 

presented him an official-looking document requiring that he appear at the County 

Court House in West Bend at a specific day and time to subscribe to his full allotment. 

Stewart refused and found, despite the warnings, there would be no consequences. 

Disgusted with these deceptive threats, he worried that they represented “false laws,” 

which would soon lead to contempt and disrespect for real laws.705  

Stewart believed the reason intimidation and violence became popular in 

Wisconsin, especially during loan drives, was the fear by the state’s manufacturers that 

the “Traitor State” label would hurt their bottom line. He suggested that to prevent this 

outcome and redeem the state’s honor and reputation, manufacturers insisted 

Wisconsin had to go over the top in the last two loan drives. With a potentially 

recalcitrant portion of the population, primarily made of Germans and farmers, the best 

way to ensure a positive result was to create individual quotas, assessed by semi-official 

committees, whose “law must, somehow, be made as the laws of the Medes and the 

                                                           
705 Stewart, “Prussianizing Wisconsin,” 104. Stewart did eventually pay his allotment, but did so directly to the 

federal government without going through his county’s Liberty Loan committee. See Stewart to Ferris Greenslet, 

associate editor, Atlantic Monthly, October 18, 1918, CDS papers, WHS. In this letter, Stewart wrote, “And when I 

do buy more bonds I shall buy them in Chicago and let their local ‘quota’ go hang.” The original document from the 

Washington Co. Liberty Loan Committee can be found in the Charles D. Stewart papers. 
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Persians.” The result, Stewart argued, was a “government by busybodies,” one that 

depended “for its enforcement upon hoodlums and mob-rule,” specifically “mob-rule by 

the rich.” Ultimately, he argued, this “government by public sentiment” instead of law 

was worse than Prussianism, which at least, in Stewart’s mind, was a form of 

government.706 

While the overwhelming response to the article was from those who had 

experienced similar tactics by loan committees, a few quibbled or quarreled with 

Stewart’s thesis. One of the few was Frank Bentley of Baraboo, who had served on the 

Sauk County Liberty Loan committee and was keen that Stewart understand the pro-

German forces he had had to contend with in his part of Wisconsin. He specifically 

mentioned Honey Creek, Governor Philipp’s home town, whose residents had 

apparently pushed back on Liberty Loan quotas with the governor’s support, proving to 

Bentley that Philipp was “at heart…nothing but a yellow streaked Hun.” Overall, he 

contested Stewart’s thesis that the election had been a “pro-American” movement and 

argued that it had been “nothing more or less than “pro-German” and future activities 

would prove him right.707 Along the same lines, the editors of the Times-Picayune in 

New Orleans, while willing to concede that Stewart’s points were well taken, went on to 

remind him “that Americans had been exasperated almost to madness by German 

plottings and propaganda,” thereby justifying the harassing behavior.708 In a different 

take, Peter G. Van Blarcom of Fond du Lac rationalized that the state’s militant patriots’ 

inexperience and need for a quick response may have led to mistakes, “but their hearts 

                                                           
706 Stewart, “Prussianizing Wisconsin,” 100-101. 
707 Franklin R. Bentley (Baraboo) to Stewart, January 6, 1919, KY papers, University of Wisconsin Archives. 
708 “Current Magazines Critically Reviewed,” Times-Picayune (New Orleans, LA), January 26, 1919, 49. 
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were in their work.”709 Finally, the Milwaukee Journal responded to the article by 

noting that it had “gotten on Wisconsin’s nerves, probably as much because of the title 

as the contents.”710 This comment probably more accurately reflected the editors 

negative response to the article than that of many Wisconsinites who read it, since 

Stewart received a number of letters from people in Wisconsin, as well as from around 

the country, who wrote him about their experiences with mob violence, often with a 

sense of relief that they were being heard and that someone cared.  

*** 

Among those who sent letters to Stewart after the Atlantic published the article 

was state Assemblyman Clinton Ballard from Outagamie County, who let the author 

know that the demand for the magazine was so high in Wisconsin, “it is now almost 

impossible to get one.” Unlike the Milwaukee Journal, which had been unhappy with 

Stewart’s article, Ballard saw it as representing a rapid change in public sentiment and 

added that if the militant patriots’ behavior “is allowed to continue then this talk of 

democracy and making the world a safe place to live in is a joke.” Unlike the others who 

wrote to Stewart, Ballard believed he had the ability to see that the “silk stocking, self-

                                                           
709 “Americanize Americans,” undated clipping probably from the Milwaukee Journal, letter to the editor, CDS 

papers, WHS. 
710 “Is This All?” Milwaukee Journal, January 10, 1919, clipping from the CDS papers, WHS. Most of this editorial is a 
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constituted authority” who believed “in a government of busybodies and mob rule” 

would be brought to justice.711 

Ballard attempted to use two avenues to achieve his goal, one as a state legislator 

and the other as a leader in the Society of Equity. At 

the time of the fourth Liberty Loan drive, Ballard was 

serving on the Outagamie County Board, a position he 

had held for decades, and had just won the Republican 

primary for local state Assembly representative. He 

had also been a leading member of the Society of 

Equity, a farmers’ political organization, for some 

time. When Outagamie County’s Council of Defense 

let loose their “Vigilante Committee” on the evening 

of October 19, 1918 to intimidate, threaten, and attack farmers who had not paid their 

“fair share,” Ballard immediately decided to act against those who had participated, 

including Appleton’s police chief and postmaster. First, he worked unsuccessfully to get 

a warrant for their arrest. When that fell through, he decided to support John Deml, a 

Society of Equity member whose experience was described in the last chapter, by 

helping him bring a law suit against the members of the Vigilante Committee. In the 

meantime, on November 2, Outagamie County residents elected Ballard, a Progressive 

Republican, to be their representative in the state Assembly, after he ran on a platform 

                                                           
711 Clinton Ballard (Madison) to Charles Stewart, January 22, 1919, CDS papers, WHS. Clinton Broadwell Ballard 
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four times with 1918 being the last. In the 1920s he served as the Wisconsin Treasury Agent and then the 

Wisconsin Superintendent of Public Property. Afterwards he ran a grocery store in Glen Oak Hills (Dane Co.), 
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that championed the interests of citizens against those of corporations and promised to 

prosecute members of the Vigilante Committee.712 On the day of the election, Ballard 

wrote Stewart, who he knew by now was not happy with the loan committee in his own 

county, that he would “make it my business to follow this to the end,” beginning by 

immediately holding meetings to look into the statewide activities of these committees 

and their actions against farmers.713  

Ballard would spend the next three years trying to punish the “silk-stocking” 

authorities for their behavior during the fourth Liberty Loan drive. The meetings he held 

shortly after the election led to a collection of affidavits illustrating the abuses and 

assaults that occurred during the fourth Liberty Loan drive, especially on the evening of 

October 19, 1918.714 By mid-December, Ballard had turned them over to Governor 

Philipp with the hope that the Attorney General would prosecute the perpetrators, but 

the state authorities chose not to follow through. He then turned the affidavits over to 

federal authorities, who also declined to prosecute. On January 30, 1919, Ballard tried 

another tact by introducing a resolution in the Wisconsin Assembly that would allow a 

committee to be formed to “investigate methods employed in the sale of Liberty Loan 

bonds.” Although Vernon County assemblyman Clarence Carter attempted to kill the 

resolution immediately, the assembly decided to send it to committee.715 When it finally 

came to the floor three and half months later, a heated debate occurred with three 

assemblymen, including Anthony C. McClone, the other Outagamie County 

                                                           
712 “Ballard is Elected in Outagamie,” Capital Times, November 6, 1918, 2. 
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representative, trying to kill the resolution, along with another resolution introduced by 

Ballard to look into the assault on Mary Shaw in Evansville. In the end, the assembly 

voted against the resolution 42 to 28 and sent the Mary Shaw resolution to the 

committee on state affairs.716 Ballard, however, was not finished in his attempt to find 

justice for victims of Liberty Loan committees; he turned to his last hope, the courts. 

By the summer of 1919, two of those attacked by the Outagamie County Counsel 

of Defense Vigilante Committee had decided to sue, John Deml and Mrs. Lillian Black, 

whose husband John Merritt Black was committed to the Northern Hospital for the 

Insane shortly after being visited by the committee. Deml asked for $25,000 in 

reparations from three of the vigilantes, while Black asked for $50,000 from ten of 

them.717 These two suits, which together became known as the “Night Rider Cases,” 

would take over two years to be resolved and would, by their different outcomes, 

illustrate a change in attitude towards the “night riders” during that time.  

The Vigilante Committee members, feeling totally justified in their actions, began 

to push back immediately by declaring in print that “no force” had been used to sell 

bonds. They kept to this message throughout their ordeal, which after the first few 

months was placed in the hands of a powerful Green Bay attorney, Patrick H. Martin, 

along with a collection of others, who they had hired to represent them in both cases. In 

July 1919, when the discovery portion of the Deml case got underway, Martin advised 
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his three clients to decline answering any questions by invoking the fifth amendment 

(refusing to answer on the grounds they might incriminate themselves).718  

As the trial got closer, one of the defendants, Dr. Donald J. O’Conner, 

countersued Deml and Ballard for defamation of character based on a biting letter 

Ballard had written to the Appleton Crescent in the days after the raid. In it, Ballard 

described the raid as one led by scoundrels who had treated their neighbors “in a 

shameful and disgraceful manner,” and then apparently threatened the committee 

members, whom he listed by name, by suggesting they might find farmers prepared with 

rifles and shotguns the next time the night riders tried their form of “moral persuasion” 

and, as a result, be “obliged to take some strong medicine.” Based on this letter, 

O’Connor sued the plaintiff and his supporter for $25,000.719 

When the trial began on March 16, 1920, John Deml had the backing of the 

Society of Equity, which had raised at least $400.50 toward his defense and helped him 

hire prominent Milwaukee attorney Henry Cochems.720 In the end, the Society’s 

financial support would be Deml’s downfall. Jury selection took two days and at least 

one of the potential jurors implied that he found the actions allegedly taken against 

Deml, specifically the rope placed around his neck, “very close to his idea of the fitness 

of things.” Like this juror, a number had to be dismissed for already having formed 

opinions about the case, but the two sides managed to put a jury together so that the 
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trial could begin on March 18. 721 After testimony by Ballard, Deml, and James 

Tittemore, president of the Society of Equity (and former candidate for governor), 

Attorney Martin asked that the case be dismissed on the grounds of champerty or 

maintenance. In other words, Martin suggested that Ballard and the Society, who 

seemed to him to have no obvious interest in the lawsuit, would benefit, especially 

financially, if the lawsuit succeeded. After listening to several hours of testimony on this 

matter, the judge agreed that “Deml did not institute the action” against the defendants 

and had not taken responsibility for the costs of the case, and so dismissed it. The judge 

added that if Mr. Deml believed he had been wronged, he could bring action the next 

day “if he sees fit.” John Deml did just that; this time, without the help of Ballard or the 

Society of Equity. On the same day, the court also served summons on the ten 

defendants in the Black case.722  

The two cases finally made it to court slightly less than a year later and the 

outcomes of both would disappoint Ballard and his supporters. On February 18, 1921, 

the Deml case was tried first. Throughout the proceedings, but especially in his closing 

arguments, Martin filled the courtroom with the patriotic rhetoric used throughout the 

war years. He did so by contrasting the actions of Ballard, Deml, and “men of their 

type,” who he frequently pointed at during his “flood of condemnation,” with “vivid 

pictures of our boys marching on and on to smash [the supposedly impregnable] 

Hindenberg line,” as well as comparing the actions of these supposedly contemptible 

men with the dutiful deeds of loyal citizens at home. In his closing statement, Cochems 
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attacked Martin for his behavior in court and said he had never seen anything similar 

during his twenty years of practice. Shortly afterwards, the jury received the case and 

began deliberating. The vote on the first ballot was 9 to 3 for acquittal, but over the next 

five hours, the majority worked away on the three remaining jurors, with succeeding 

ballots showing votes of 10 to 2, then 11 to 1, and finally a unanimous vote for acquittal. 

With this verdict, the judge dismissed the plaintiff’s complaint with costs. The Black 

case followed immediately afterward and Cochems, also Mrs. Black’s lawyer, asked that 

her case be dismissed, possibly in reaction to seeing the result of the Deml case.  

Members of the Outagamie County Council of Defense considered the results of 

both cases an exoneration of their efforts during the war and the “last chapter” of the 

“night rider” cases. Dr. O’Connor was so pleased with the result that he dropped his libel 

suit against Ballard and Deml stating the verdict in the Deml case gave him “sufficient 

vindication” and he no longer needed to pursue it.723 Mrs. Black, however, was not ready 

to give up. She decided to make another attempt to get justice and, after Henry Cochems 

passed away in September, pursued her case with a different lawyer.  

After several delays throughout 1921, the Black trial began on November 28 and 

lasted over two weeks. Again Patrick Martin, representing the defendants, would try to 

get the case dismissed; this time without success.724 During the Black trial in contrast to 

Deml’s, he refrained from using patriotic rhetoric, possibly because it would not work 

well against a respectable woman, and instead rested his case on the belief that because 

John M. Black was already insane before the raid occurred, his placement in a mental 
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hospital was not the result of actions by the Vigilante Committee. After the lawyers’ 

closing arguments, Judge Byron B. Park, unlike the judge in the Deml case, offered some 

thoughts about what happened on the night of October 19, 1918. Park allowed that 

securing subscriptions for the Liberty Loan was “laudable and praiseworthy,” but added 

that using intimidation and causing fear in the attempt to secure subscriptions was 

unlawful. He summed up for the jury that to use fear and intimidation “was to have a 

common design and purpose to do a lawful thing by unlawful means.”725This statement 

represented a significant shift in attitude toward Liberty Loan committees from just a 

year earlier. 

With that the jury began what was to be “46 hours of vitriolic argument.” They 

generally agreed with Martin that John Black’s insanity was not caused by the raid, but 

they deadlocked, 8 to 4, on the question as to whether the defendants used intimidation 

and fear when they visited his home to secure a Liberty Bond subscription. Strident 

arguments from both sides could be heard throughout the court house over the next two 

days. The jury seems to have divided itself primarily by occupation, and secondarily by 

age, with the four supporting the night riders generally being older, their average age at 

the time was 51.5, and working in professional (i.e. white collar) positions, while the 

remaining eight skewed younger, their average age being 31.75, and supported 

themselves as manual laborers, mainly in factories and paper mills, although two were 

farmers.726 Both sides held their ground, so after nearly two days of deliberation, Judge 
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Park declared the jury deadlocked and dismissed the case.727 Lillian Black could have 

had the case tried again, but there is no indication that she chose to do so. 

While the outcome was not exactly what Clinton Ballard hoped for, he did feel 

vindicated by the actions of the eight jurors who stood their ground. In a letter to the 

Capital Times shortly after the trial ended, he described them as having “the courage to 

stand for law and order and common decency, as against mob violence and lawlessness.” 

He believed that those who participated in night rides in Outagamie County’s farming 

district, “must surely know that they committed an unlawful act”; they must know they 

are guilty and should be in jail.728 In contrast to the glee expressed by members of the 

Vigilante Committee after the decision in the Deml case, this time the defendants made 

no public comment.  

During the three years after Armistice, Clinton Ballard tried to bring to justice 

those who participated in vigilante committees and night raids in support of the fourth 

Liberty Loan, without success. Around the time of the Black trial, newly-elected 

Governor John Blaine appointed Ballard Wisconsin Treasury Agent and with this new 

position he went on to fight other injustices, leaving this one to the past. Despite 

Ballard’s unsuccessful battle, his public condemnation of vigilante “superpatriots,” as he 

called them, put their actions out in plain view and showed them to be vicious and 

deplorable. While they may have gone to their graves feeling vindicated in their actions, 

                                                           
Creek, age twenty-four, mill laborer; Bert W. Burmeister, Appleton, age twenty-five, tractor factory assembler; 

Fred Densch, Kaukauna, age thirty-three, pulp and paper company fireman; Fred Hurst, Kaukauna, age twenty-five, 
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since they were not successfully prosecuted, the Black trial was an early indication that 

public opinion was turning against them. 

*** 

In the immediate aftermath of the Armistice, Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots did not 

worry much about Stewart’s article or Ballard’s attacks, and instead looked forward to 

continuing the process of indoctrinating apparently recalcitrant and backward 

Wisconsinites with an understanding of true American patriotism and loyalty. To that 

end, the Loyalty Legion, in the months after the fighting ended, discussed at length what 

its role would be in the post-war era. Their original idea was to maintain the momentum 

toward a more loyal populace, which the Legion had worked hard to instigate and 

encourage. Yet fairly quickly, their plans began to fall apart as they found enthusiasm 

for the Legion’s goals waning. Without a war to be won, the Legion’s members seemed 

to lose the zeal they had previously held to promote loyalty enthusiastically. By the 

spring of 1919, the Legion’s executives realized the organization had become obsolete 

and no longer needed to exist. While the Legion disappeared rather suddenly, the state’s 

hyperpatriots did not. For the next few years they remained interested in controlling the 

narrative of Wisconsin’s wartime legacy. Through publications, monuments, and 

memorials, they made every effort to ensure that the memory of their actions would not 

be forgotten. 

The executive committee of the Loyalty Legion met three days after the 

November 11th Armistice to discuss the future of the organization. By the end of the 

meeting, the Legion’s leaders had decided their work was too important to be 

discontinued and should, instead, be enlarged and expanded. Their focus would be first 
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on celebrating the end of the war and then on the Americanization of foreigners.729 To 

most of them, the latter project, meant concentrating on finishing their plan to remove 

foreign languages from all elementary schools, as well as teaching English to illiterate 

foreign-born adults, primarily at their work places. The Legion felt they had been fairly 

successful removing foreign languages from public elementary schools but needed to 

put more pressure on parochial and private ones. To meet their goals, the Legion’s 

leaders considered pushing for state or federal legislation to remove foreign languages 

from all schools and to force employers to comply with teaching English in their 

factories.730 In January 1919, members of the Tomah Loyalty Legion did send a petition 

to their state assemblyman asking him to support a bill forbidding all foreign languages, 

except dead ones such as Latin or Greek, in all Wisconsin schools “lower in rank than 

high school.”731 However, no such bill was ever introduced to the state legislature and, in 

general, Legion members showed little interest in pursuing these goals after the war 

ended. 

Behind the scenes, the Legion was also interested in continuing to ferret out cases 

of sedition. With the fighting over, the Department of Justice was considering 

disbanding the American Protective League (APL), a move the Legion stood vehemently 

against. Less than a week after Armistice, the Legion secretary sent out a form letter to 

chapters in areas that did not have an active APL presence and asked them to identify 

“your best patriots,” those who were “sufficiently aggressive in their Americanism,” to 

                                                           
729 Minutes of the General Council, Executive Committee and Advisory Board, Wisconsin Loyalty Legion, November 
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support the APL and continue its quest to expose and prosecute sedition.732 With the 

German threat contained, supporters of the APL wanted to use the organization to 

control the menace to America posed by the “Bolsheviki, IWW’s and other fiends.”733 

They would not be successful, however. Attorney General Thomas Gregory’s successor, 

A. Mitchell Palmer, had never been a proponent of the organization, and shortly after 

assuming office in March 1919, closed it down. The discontinuation of the APL turned 

out to be one of a number of frustrations Wisconsin’s Loyalty Legion experienced in the 

months after Armistice. 

Although the Legion’s executive committee had decided to continue the 

organization in mid-November, what its actual post-war work would be still needed to 

be determined. Throughout December 1918 and January 1919, this was the primary 

topic of discussion and research among its executive committee. Legion president 

Judson Rosebush suggested that promoting the concept of loyalty to America, which he 

defined in part as “a love and devotion to [American] principles rightly conceived” and a 

“devotion in seeking to perpetuate them,” should be the Legion’s chief focus. While he 

supported the organization’s role in promoting Americanization, Rosebush also wanted 

the Legion to help create “a deeper understanding of democracy and human freedom” 

with “less emphasis on rights and more on duties and obligations.” He thought these 

messages could be handled by the Patriotic Press Association and through educational 

programs and conventions.734  
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Another of the Loyalty Legion’s executives, George Morton, saw the group 

focusing most of its efforts on Americanization, but also wanted to educate the working 

classes about their role in American society. As for the former, Morton defined 

Americanization as the removal of foreign languages from all schools, while spreading to 

foreigners and “others not properly informed” information about American government, 

traditions, and ideals, specifically the “proper conceptions of the scope and proper 

limitations of true liberty.” He also wanted to help the working classes understand the 

need for law and order, as well as realize the viciousness of class consciousness, an idea 

he saw being promoted by the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), leaders of what 

he described as “industrial Kaiserism.” Morton wanted the working classes to realize 

that terrorizing their employer was no different from the “piratical submarine warfare of 

Germany.” He suggested that the Legion help “inculcate honesty, mutual confidence and 

amicable relations” between working class employee and employer and saw this form of 

education and propaganda as no different from “any church teaching morality, honesty, 

and decency.”735 These would be difficult goals to achieve, but, at least at first, the 

Legion’s executive committee felt up to the task. 

By mid-January 1919, the Loyalty Legion had decided to pursue two major 

assignments, welcoming home soldiers from France and the Americanization of the 

state’s former “enemy aliens.” For the latter project, the Legion’s secretary wrote the 

U.S. Department of Labor to ask them how its members could assist local communities 

in promoting Americanization. The department’s Chief Naturalization Advisor 

responded by suggesting three activities: assist the clerk of naturalization with the filing 
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of declarations of intention, also known as “first papers”; publish a pamphlet on the 

history of Wisconsin for the department’s history classes; and, involve the Department 

of Labor in any Americanization conferences the Legion might sponsor.736 By the time 

the Legion received this reply, its executive committee was already actively planning its 

first conference, which it called an Americanization, Reconstruction and Educational 

Conference for Eastern Wisconsin, to be held in Appleton on February 14 and 15, 1919. 

Throughout January, the Legion secretary sent out a flurry of letters asking prominent 

people throughout the country to speak at this conference.737 By early February, the 

Legion conceded defeat; few of the speakers were able to attend, so the conference was 

postponed and eventually cancelled.738  

This cancellation may have been the last straw for the Legion. While it had been 

able to whip up enthusiasm for Americanization, patriotism, and loyalty during the war 

years, interest in these concepts faded after the war. The tasks suggested by the 

Department of Labor did not seem to stimulate the interest of Legion members, and the 

Legion’s inability to pull off the conference showed a general lack of enthusiasm to 

pursue the Americanization of foreigners during peace time. Much of what the Legion 

had promoted during the war years had had a strong emotional underpinning, which 

seemed to disappear with the Armistice. Ultimately, pursuing more mundane tasks just 

did not appeal to the executive board, so in March 1919 it began discussing dissolving 

the organization. Most of the Legion’s members learned this might happen when 
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WLL papers, correspondence, WHS. 
737 See George F. Kull (Milwaukee) to Charles P. Frey, Moulder’s Union (Cleveland, OH), January 20, 1919, which 

was one of many similar letters, WLL papers, correspondence, WHS. 
738 George F. Kull (Milwaukee) to Richard T. Ely (Madison), February 3, 1919, WLL papers, correspondence, WHS. 
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chapter leaders received a form letter telling them the Legion would probably be 

disbanded soon and asking their permission to donate remaining funds to the Red 

Cross.739  

On March 24, the General Council met and resolved to disband, agreeing this was 

the appropriate move because the organization had “fully accomplished the purpose for 

which it was organized.”740 At the same time, the Council dissolved the Wisconsin 

Patriotic Press Association, since it was no longer needed to insure “uncompromising 

support to the government in this war.”741 The Council also decided to send its records 

to the Wisconsin Historical Society, as a way to make sure their efforts would be 

remembered by posterity, and to split any monies left in its treasury between the Red 

Cross and the Wisconsin Branch of the League to Enforce Peace. The purpose of the 

latter, formed in 1915 by a group of international leaders, was to promote the creation of 

an international body that would maintain world peace and prevent any nation from 

repeating Germany’s warmongering behavior. In the press release the Legion sent to 

newspapers letting the public know that as of April 3 the Legion and the Press 

Association had been dissolved, the Legion’s leaders made clear that they were neither 

for nor against the League of Nations, but promoted a discussion of its potential 

existence.742 With this comment, the Legion disappeared. 

*** 

                                                           
739 See George F. Kull (Milwaukee) to Thomas Furnace Co. (Milwaukee), March 18, 1919, which was one of many 

similar letters, WLL papers, correspondence, WHS. 
740 Minutes of the General Council, Wisconsin Loyalty Legion, March 24, 1919, WLL papers, constitution and 

minutes, WHS. 
741 “Loyalty Body Quits: Head in Commerce Job,” Capital Times, April 3, 1919, 1. 
742 “Local Chapter of Loyalty Legion is Formally Dissolved,” Janesville Daily Gazette, April 4, 1919, 11. 
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Shortly after the war ended, Governor Philipp authorized the creation of the 

Wisconsin War History Commission, “to provide for a memorial history of the part 

taken by the State of Wisconsin and its citizens” in the Great War. In 1919 the 

Commission published two books, both written by journalists, which glorified 

Wisconsin’s role during the war. The author of one them, Wisconsin’s War Record, 

thought that “the deeds of Wisconsin will be written high on the enduring tablets for the 

future generations”; the author of the other, Wisconsin in the World War, described his 

work as the “record of a loyal state,” one that acknowledges “its devotion and untiring 

service to the Nation and its ideals for a lasting and benevolent democracy.” In both 

publications, the disagreements and divisiveness that had pervaded Wisconsin were 

downplayed by the authors, who instead focused solely on the state’s successes by 

portraying Wisconsinites as having had a unified mission, which was accomplished with 

hard work and a good attitude.743  

Former leaders of the Loyalty Legion must have been dismayed by the 

Commission’s approach to Wisconsin’s war time legacy, since the same year, they also 

published a series of essays under the title Wisconsin in the Great War. Throughout this 

work, the authors left no doubt about the disloyalty, treason, and lack of patriotism they 

had had to overcome, along with their untiring efforts to defeat these obstacles. In his 

essay on the Wisconsin Defense League, Wheeler Bloodgood described Milwaukee as “a 

                                                           
743 Fred L. Holmes, Wisconsin’s War Record (Madison: Capital Historical Publishing Co. 1919) and Rutherford 

Birchard Pixley, Wisconsin in the World war: An Account of the Activities of Wisconsin Citizens during the Great 

World War, Giving in Part the Record of a Loyal State and Acknowledging in Part its Devotion and Untiring Service 

to the Nation and its Ideals for a Lasting and Benevolent Democracy (Milwaukee: Wisconsin War History 

Commission, 1919). 
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hotbed of German propaganda…and an active field for Socialists agitators.”744 Judson 

Rosebush, the former president of the Legion, wrote of the notable strides taken by the 

Legion to eradicate the German problem, along with any “strong deep-seated racial 

ties,” through the removal of German names from businesses and the elimination of 

German as a foreign language in grade schools.745 Unlike the official state publications, 

Wisconsin in the Great War acknowledged that a portion of the population lacked the 

appropriate attitude to fight the Germans, but were managed and ultimately tamed by 

the truly patriotic. Prudently, however, they left out descriptions of the many strong-

arm methods used to achieve their goals.746  

With the Allied victory still ringing in their ears, Wisconsin’s hyperpatriots did 

more than write books, they also built monuments and memorials and organized 

celebrations, especially on Armistice Day. In the fifteen or so years after the war, the 

leaders of many of Wisconsin’s towns and villages discussed ways to commemorate the 

war and the sacrifices made on its behalf. Most decided to create small memorials, such 

as large stones or trees embellished with plaques, but a few decided to build something 

more substantial. Sturgeon Bay and Appleton, for example, constructed memorial 

bridges, while Manitowoc unveiled a large monument of eight Doric columns supporting 

an entablature topped by a large American eagle. In Madison, the University of 

Wisconsin dedicated its new Memorial Union to its war heroes, while Menasha built a 

                                                           
744 “Wheeler P. Bloodgood, “The Wisconsin Defense League,” Wisconsin in the Great War (Milwaukee: Press 

Publicity Bureau, 1919), 5. 
745 Judson G. Rosebush, “Eradication of Racial Lines in Wisconsin,” Wisconsin in the Great War, 16 28. 
746 Information about publications produced after World War I to commemorate Wisconsin’s role can be found in 

Leslie Bellais, “Lest We Forget’: Remembering World War I in Wisconsin, 1919-1945” in Homefront in the 
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(Newcastle Upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Press, 2020), 37-39. 



340 

 

Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Memorial Building to support services for the city’s veterans. 

Altogether, around sixty memorials and monuments appeared in Wisconsin during the 

interwar years.747    

At the same time, many Wisconsinites supported the celebration of Armistice 

Day, at first an unofficial celebration commemorating the last moment of the war, which 

later became a federal holiday in 1938, a day to honor the war’s veterans (After World 

War II, its name was changed to Veterans Day.). The day was usually marked by the 

blowing of whistles and the ringing of bells just before 11 AM on November 11, followed 

by a moment of silence. Afterward there could be patriotic singing, a parade, and brief 

statements by local officials. Some localities had more formal programs followed by a 

football game with a dinner, ball, and/or lecture in the evening.748  

Interest in celebrating Armistice Day, as well as building war memorials, seemed 

to peak in the early 1920s and then waned throughout the late 1920s and into the 1930s. 

This may have been due to a sense of disenchantment that settled in as disarmament, 

permanent peace, and a world court, such as the League of Nations, became unlikely 

scenarios. By 1945 a depressing cynicism about Armistice Day had become apparent, at 

least in Wisconsin, with the realization that the Great War had not made the world safe 

for democracy, but instead had led to the Second World War and all of its atrocities. 

That year the Milwaukee Journal, for example, noted, “This is not a day of rejoicing. 

This day marks the anniversary of broken promises and shattered dreams.”749 By this 

                                                           
747 See Bellais, 60-67, for a list of monuments and memorials built between 1919 and 1946 to commemorate the 

Great War. 
748 See Bellais, 49-59, for a discussion of Armistice Day in Wisconsin during the interwar years. 
749 “Armistice Day Volleys Fired,” Milwaukee Journal, Nov. 12, 1945, 15. 
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time, Wisconsin’s World War I militant patriots were no longer attempting to have their 

self-declared heroic feats from that era remembered. In retrospect, the results had not 

been satisfactory and in the meantime new enemies, especially Bolsheviks and 

Communists, had arisen and needed to be vanquished. 

In the post-war era, Wisconsin’s political and business leaders, often the former 

militant patriots of their communities, built these memorials or monuments or 

acknowledged Armistice Day not so much to commemorate their activities but to 

reinforce their concepts of an ideal America. The story the state’s militant patriots 

presented with their monuments put America at the center of the war—a conflict they 

described as fought by Americans for Americans. Wisconsin’s Senator Irvine Lenroot, 

even spoke at the opening of Wausau’s Memorial Monument by stating, “Our boys did 

not fight for any Nation but America, but we are glad in fighting for America they also 

fought for freedom and government by the people everywhere even in Germany.”750 

Lenroot, like many others who supported the building of Great War monuments and 

memorials, took a hagiographic approach to “our boys.” These young men, both living 

and dead, the saviors and liberators of a victimized Europe, had to be honored and 

memorialized, so that future generations would know of their sacrifices for America and 

the greater good.751 
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Wisconsin’s superpatriots used the war memorials and holiday to illustrate that 

the war had been fought for idealistically American concepts, such as liberty and 

democracy, and had, through the suppression of ethnic differences, supposedly forged a 

national identity that broke down divisions created by class, ethnicity, and sectional 

loyalties. These ideas of liberty, democracy, freedom, unity, and sacrifice, which 

appeared in Wisconsin’s World War I monuments and were referred to in Armistice Day 

speeches, all fed into a mythological approach to American heritage that saw the United 

States as an ideal country worthy of being defended, and seemed disconnected from 

what Europeans and Russians might describe as the causes or purpose of this particular 

war. Ultimately, the state’s superpatriots made sure the memory preserved by 

Wisconsin’s war monuments centered on a mythologized patriotic story of soldier 

bravery and citizen unity during the war and on the American democratic narrative. 
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CONCLUSION 

So, had the Loyalty Legion “accomplished the purpose for which it was 

organized”? This statement could be debated. Shortly before the April 2, 1918, senatorial 

election, the Legion published a booklet that included its goals. By November 1918, 

many of them had been met. The Legion had supported the actions of President Wilson 

and Congress in their handling of the war effort, both at home and abroad; helped make 

sure the 3rd and 4th Liberty Loan drives had been successful in Wisconsin; spoken out 

against the German-American Alliance; provided assistance to the American Protective 

League to seek out and punish those guilty of sedition; fought to discontinue foreign 

languages in all grade schools with some success; urged Wisconsinites to only vote for 

“men of courageous and outstanding Americanism”; and, promoted the disappearance 

of “distinctly foreign and non-American racial traits which our immigrants have brought 

from abroad,” while encouraging “those moral and spiritual forces” which “keep a 

people truly great.”752 At its peak, the Legion had over 70,000 members. Its leaders 

could take pride in their accomplishments on paper, but had they been truly successful? 

Loyalty Legion historian Lorin Lee Cary suggests not when he argues its members may 

have been blinded by their own rhetoric and enthusiasm and their belief that support for 

the war effort equaled support for the Legion. He also points out that the Legion appears 

to have overestimated the willingness of voters to back their criteria for appropriate 

candidates. This combined by their eagerness to view those who disagreed with them as 

misinformed, at best, and traitorous, at worst, explains, according to Cary, why 

                                                           
752 Wisconsin Loyalty Legion: state secretary’s report, mass meeting minutes, annual meeting minutes, president’s 
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superpatriots “of the Loyalty Legion brand remained a minority” during the war years. 

753  

This lack of awareness by Loyalty Legion members led not only to a disconnect 

with the majority of Wisconsinites but also a number of embarrassments. Probably 

more than they were aware, members of the Loyalty Legion antagonized their fellow 

Wisconsinites. Their willingness to brand someone as traitorous, seditious, or disloyal 

for the slightest cause and to demand extreme forms of punishment for minor 

infractions turned many Wisconsinites against them. Their demands for law and order, 

loyalty and patriotism, all to support “a world made safe for democracy,” while 

overriding many basic American ideals, essentially making the means justify the ends, 

did not sit well with many of their fellow citizens. While only a few were courageous 

enough to challenge them in public, many more were willing to do so within the secrecy 

of the ballot box. Election results proved that the Legion was not as influential as its 

members hoped it would be. The success of Socialist candidate Berger, first his 

significant showing in the April 1918 senatorial election and later his winning run for 

U.S. congressman in November; Socialist Daniel Hoan’s re-election as Milwaukee 

mayor; and the loss of Roy Wilcox to Governor Philipp, who the Legion members 

frequently described as the personification of a weak form of loyalty, could all be read as 

a response to the anger and distaste Wisconsin’s superpatriots aroused among the 

voting public. Wheeler Bloodgood experienced a more visceral humiliation after his 

attempt to have the federal government declare martial law in Milwaukee after Hoan’s 

election. His actions, which he may have viewed as laudable, came across to many as 
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unnecessary and possibly silly. Overall, Wisconsin’s superpatriots, including members 

of the Loyalty Legion, seemed to have had little positive impact on the state. They even 

seemed incapable of ending the perception of Wisconsin as a “Traitor State,” and may 

have, by frequently calling out the state’s allegedly disloyal citizens, kept the epithet 

alive in the public imagination longer than they intended.  

The majority of those who sided with the hyperpatriots would never see 

themselves and their behavior during the war as anything but heroic and admirable and 

they wanted to be remembered that way. The Loyalty Legion ensured that its legacy 

would be memorialized by sending its papers to the Wisconsin Historical Society. 

Members of its executive committee may be surprised to find that over a hundred years 

after their donation, the papers have often been used in ways that do not place their 

legacy in a positive light with Lorin Cary’s work on their history being a prime example.  

*** 

History, in the form of contemporaries and historians, has not treated the 

activities of Wisconsin’s World War I-era superpatriots with the same respect given to 

the state’s veterans. As can be seen with Charles Stewart’s article and Clinton Ballard’s 

attempts to bring them to justice, a negative reaction against Wisconsin’s loyalists began 

with the end of the war in sight. This flare of anger against Wisconsin loyalists in the 

months around Armistice can also been seen in a December 2nd letter written by 

Milwaukee resident Robert Bodenbach to Wisconsin’s U.S. Congressman John J. Esch 

demanding the “muzzle” of the Espionage Act be removed immediately so that 

American citizens could have a chance to express their views again without retaliation 

“Or must they submit to the blackguarding of Hypocrites and Bum Ward Heels, for six 
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months.” Although, as Esch replied, the Espionage would stay enforced until mid-1919, 

the fact that Bodenbach felt comfortable enough to express his views of the state’s 

hyperpatriots without fear of reprisal showed that the muzzle was already off.754  

Throughout the 1920s, as monuments and memorials to World War I were being 

built, not many Wisconsinites were interested in commenting on the behavior of the 

state’s superpatriots during the Great War. That would change with the dawning of the 

1930s and the Great Depression. From that moment on, little has been written that 

treats them with respect or acknowledges that their activities were in the best interests 

of the country. This does not mean their personal power waned or that superpatriotism 

disappeared. Neither happened. In fact, those who participated in intimidation tactics 

and mob violence were not brought to justice nor did they feel any need to apologize. Yet 

since around 1930, what they wrought throughout the state has been viewed as 

disgraceful and unacceptable behavior.  

Even the Department of Justice understood that vigilante behavior had gotten 

out of hand during World War I and used it as an excuse to centralize counter-

subversive efforts under the newly-minted Federal Bureau of Investigation in 1935.  

Attorney General Frank Murphy made this clear in the late 1930s when he stated, 

“Twenty years ago inhuman and cruel things were done in the name of justice; 

sometimes vigilantes and others took over the [counter-subversive] work, we do not 

want such things done today, for the work has now been localized in the FBI.” In 1941, 

an FBI agent told an Iowa audience that “many innocent persons had suffered at the 
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hands of vigilante groups during the world war” and, in the midst of World War II, J. 

Edgar Hoover announced that because of the FBI’s planning and coordination, the 

organization had managed to avoid the hysteria of World War I caused by “ill-advised 

vigilante activities.”755 How former vigilantes felt about these statements has not been 

recorded. 

The earliest record of contemporaries sitting down to document Wisconsin’s 

experiences during the war and shining a harsh light on the behavior of the state’s 

superpatriots can be found in two unpublished manuscripts, both meant to be printed as 

books, housed in the archives of the Wisconsin Historical Society. The first from 1929 

was a biography of war governor Emanuel Philipp written by John G. Gregory, a former 

newspaper man, who later became the unofficial historian of Milwaukee. The second 

entitled “War Hysteria” was a compilation of World War I atrocities collected by state 

senator Henry Huber, who had fought against the Wilcox amendment denouncing La 

Follette early in 1918. Huber died in 1933 and left money in his will to have his 

manuscript published, but for some reason, it never was. In both manuscripts, the 

authors used strong language to describe what had occurred during the war years. 

Gregory wrote of the “reign of terror in Ashland,” as well as Philipp’s attempts to protect 

the defenseless residents of Wisconsin “from mob malevolence.” He also seemed 

incredulous that such behavior actually occurred as recently as the second decade of the 

Twentieth century.756  

                                                           
755 All of these statements are quoted from William H. Thomas, Jr., Unsafe for Democracy: World War I and the 
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348 

 

Huber was much angrier than Gregory. In his chapter “The Mob Rules,” Huber 

described “unjust and vicious attacks” by “unthinking men who seemed utterly devoid of 

reason” and loyalist mobs “seized with a war madness that approached actual hysteria,” 

who were filled with “a bitter hatred that in times of peace would have been described as 

a form of insanity.”757 In the introduction to Huber’s manuscript, journalist Fred 

Holmes, wrote that from the “electric challenge” of fighting the Wilcox amendment “the 

soul of this book was born” with the purpose of making sure that “this plague may not 

canker the hearts of Wisconsin people again.”758 While “War Hysteria” was never 

published, graduate students have repeatedly turned to it when writing about World 

War I Wisconsin. 

Altogether, fourteen graduate students wrote theses or dissertations to complete 

Master’s and Ph.D. degrees between 1941 and 2012 that cover some aspect of Wisconsin 

during the World War I era, however, only the first one, written by University of 

Wisconsin student Karen Falk, equivocates about superpatriot behavior. 759 In a 

published version of her research she mentions that “sometimes high-handed methods 

were used” and that “difficult situations arose where local solicitors had not carefully 

investigated the facts,” but “despite some infringements of American rights by vicious 

individuals” Wisconsin proved its loyalty and ability to marshal numerous entities “into 

cooperative unity.”760 Curiously, she ends her article with a quote from Frederic L. 

Paxson’s book America at War (1939), which essentially states that when emotion 
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removes minority dissent, “even a democracy may act with speed, directness, efficiency, 

and weight.”761 Succeeding generations of graduate students would not be so generous 

in their view of World War I Wisconsin. 

With the fiftieth anniversary of the war on the horizon, at least six graduate 

students from the 1960s turned their interests to the events that played out in World 

War I Wisconsin. The titles, which included “Progressivism and Loyalty in Wisconsin,” 

“Wisconsin Patriots Combat Disloyalty,” “Dissent and Discord in Milwaukee,” and 

“Suppression of Expression in Wisconsin during World War I,” give a clue as to the 

authors’ interest in the battle between loyalty and disloyalty and the methods used to 

suppress the allegedly disloyal. As a group, the students did not treat the superpatriots 

kindly. Mary Henke in her work on Milwaukee described the treatment of the city’s 

German Americans, including the “radical and unreasonable questioning of [their] 

loyalty” and the destruction of their culture, as “more than disruptive; it was heart-

rending.”762 John D. Stevens in his dissertation on the suppression of expression 

described the era as a “reign of witches” when “phantom enemies were hounded” by a 

variety of official entities, as well as “innumerable voluntary ‘patriotic’ groups and 

individuals.” He concludes his work by noting that if scholars had spoken the “truth,” 

perhaps such as that presented in his monograph, in the years 1917 and 1918, “they 

might have found themselves in federal prison.”763 These comments are typical of those 

located in the theses and dissertations of 1960s graduate students writing on the topic. 
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While the bulk of the student monographs on World War I Wisconsin appeared 

in the 1960s, a handful have appeared since then; all intent on depicting and analyzing 

the excessive behavior of World War I superpatriots. Stephen Gurgel in his work, “The 

War to End All Germans,” for example, described the era as “a time when civil liberties 

were rarely put into practice.”764 While Patricia Gardner in her thesis, “Fringe on the 

Flag” saw World War I Wisconsin rife with “extreme chauvinism” and “patriotic excess”; 

a place where “fanatical ultra-patriots…distorted the meaning of the flag.”765 She goes on 

to describe the Wisconsin Loyalty Legion and its affiliates as “vigilantes, nativists, secret 

police, and liberty bond boosters all rolled into one.”766 Obviously, time has not been 

kind to Wisconsin’s loyalists and hyperpatriots. 

While a significant amount of work on World War I Wisconsin’s loyalty issues 

can be found in unpublished manuscripts and theses, there have also been a handful of 

articles on the topic; all of which continue to paint the state’s superpatriots as the 

villains of the era. Several of these articles were based on theses and dissertations 

mentioned above. Of those that were not the work of graduate students, University of 

Wisconsin history professor David Shannon’s stands out as one of the oldest and most 

vehement. He tries to understand certain wild and bizarre actions of those he describes 

as “illiberal extremists,” especially those associated with the Wisconsin Council of 

Defense and the Loyalty Legion, and suggests that an ambivalence about the war’s 

values and lack of surety of the justness of the war might explain the extreme behavior 
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of the state’s superpatriots.767 More recently, Philip M. Glende in his 2008 article about 

Victor Berger’s “dangerous ideas” wrote about how “a highly mobilized and worried 

public rushed to silence the most vulnerable skeptics,” while also noting that the state’s 

newspapers actively “restricted the participation of Berger and Wisconsin citizens in free 

elections.”768 As has often been the case since at least the 1930s and as can be seen in 

Glende’s article, Berger, as well as Robert La Follette Sr., have been portrayed by 

academics as victims and martyrs of Wisconsin’s superpatriots, who have since been 

vindicated and are now identified as the heroes of Wisconsin’s World War I story.  

*** 

Despite the inability of Wisconsin’s superpatriots to completely control the 

narrative of their actions in the post-war period, one that did not paint them in a 

positive light, superpatriotism has continued to thrive in Wisconsin and the United 

States. We can see it in the Red Scares of 1919 and the Joe McCarthy era, in the fear-

mongering of the Cold War, during the attacks on Middle Eastern countries since the 

early 1990s, and today as many of those on the right of the political spectrum decry 

liberals, socialists, and the ANTIFA (anti-fascists). Superpatriotism has been a constant, 

although not always dominant, element of American life. 

With the lynching of Robert Praeger in Collinsville, Illinois in mind, Wisconsin 

superpatriots can almost be considered restrained in comparison. With the exception of 
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the Krueger Brothers incident, which was instigated by federal agents, the state’s 

superpatriots did not kill or maim those under attack. They relied on societal coercion 

more than violence, and when they did turn to physical attacks their intent was more to 

scare and create discomfort than actually permanently hurt anyone physically, although 

their victims may have experienced some emotional damage. The relative restraint by 

Wisconsin’s superpatriots could have been the consequence of a peculiar mixture of 

characteristics not found at Collinsville, Illinois in 1918. Those in Wisconsin who took 

on the mantle of “militant patriot” during World War I represented a person immersed 

in Yankee Puritanical values that emphasized self-restraint, in progressivism that 

promoted rationalism, control, and organization, and in a middle-class mindset that 

stressed self-discipline. Even the Knights of Liberty, who tarred and feathered a handful 

of their neighbors, made clear that they were not hoodlums, but 100 percent Americans, 

who believed their actions fit into an American narrative that went back to the 

Revolutionary War, when tarring and feathering was fairly common. The men who 

made up the Flying Squadrons during the fourth Liberty Loan drive believed their 

approach to the allegedly disloyal was not that of lower-class mobs, but represented 

instead the rational, educated, and organized tactics of the business and professional 

classes. Even if the squadrons occasionally devolved into violence that was not their 

intent and could be the result of their “muscle” getting out of hand. Despite their 

restraint, they were still comfortable undermining democracy in an attempt to support 

their narrow version of what makes America exceptional.  

Understanding American superpatriots, including their fears that the dominant 

culture’s values, beliefs, and lifestyle are under attack often by an ethnic other, whether 
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German, Mexican, or Muslim, certainty that the government is not supporting them, 

and inevitable appearance during wartime can help historians recognize how their 

overwhelming desire for a national homogenization has contributed to ways many 

Americans self-identify. As the country becomes more diverse, America’s current 

superpatriots may feel more under threat and become more aggressive. Historians of 

American history can help remind Americans of how superpatriotism’s destructive 

tendencies have wreaked havoc in the past with the hope of slowing down its 

reappearance in the future. 
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