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			God has no children whose rights may be safely trampled on.
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			Introduction: The Quintessential Americans

			
				JANUARY 12, 1925

			

			The most powerful man in Indiana stood next to the new governor at the Inaugural Ball, there to be thanked, applauded, and blessed for using the nation’s oldest domestic terror group to gain control of a uniquely American state. David C. Stephenson was sandy blond and thin-haired, with blue-gray eyes and a fleshy second chin much too middle-aged for a man of thirty-three. Charm oozed from him like grease from a sizzling sausage. Everyone called him Steve. But in print, in posters, in letters and telegrams and flyers all over the Midwest, he was known as the Old Man. He preferred that name, and the mystique that went with it, to the only formal title he ever held: Grand Dragon of the largest realm of the Ku Klux Klan the world had ever seen. He was driven to work in a Cadillac, a bodyguard next to him, and never left his pillared white mansion without a revolver strapped to his chest. He looked well fed, well dressed, certainly well satisfied at the reach of an Invisible Empire that was secretive no more.

			In his suite of offices inside the Kresge Building, located at the crossroads of influence and history in downtown Indianapolis, he kept seven black telephones and a single white one. The standout was a direct line to the White House, he told guests. Numerous visitors overheard him say, “Thank you, Mr. President, and give my best to Mrs. Coolidge,” as they waited for their ration of the Old Man’s time. On his desk was a bust of Napoleon. The Emperor was a role model, but even he might blush at the claim that Stephenson made to his inner circle: “I am the law.”

			You could doubt that, for he had been elected to no office, appointed to no board, hired by no police department or district attorney, named to no court or panel of judges. The only oath he had taken was the one sworn by up to six million men nationwide who donned full-length robes and covered their faces in sixteen-inch conical hoods, formally vowing “to maintain forever white supremacy.” Yet a look around the ballroom of the Indianapolis Athletic Club, where 150 of the most influential citizens had gathered to fete the new governor, would leave little uncertainty about who controlled the state.

			On this winter day, Stephenson was triumphant, “monarch of all he surveyed,” as the New York Times described him. It had been barely four years since the reborn Klan moved across the Ohio River and spread north. But now crosses burned all over the state. They burned on the lawns of Black families. They burned near Catholic churches and Jewish synagogues. They burned across the street from police stations. They burned near cornfields at the edge of small towns. They burned after Sunday services and Independence Day parades and Christmas-week sleigh rides. Torching an oversized cross was theater of intimidation, leaping flames on the night horizon, but also a thrilling bond of brotherhood. Hoosiers were joiners. And in 1925, if you were not a knight of the KKK, you did not belong.

			The Klan owned the state, and Stephenson owned the Klan. Cops, judges, prosecutors, ministers, mayors, newspaper editors—they all answered to the Grand Dragon. He was backed by his own private police force, some 30,000 men legally deputized to harass violators of Klan-certified virtue. Most members of the incoming state legislature took orders from the hooded order, as did the majority of the congressional delegation. From the low-bank shores of Lake Michigan in the north to the fat bends of the Ohio River in the south, from the rural folds of a county where Abraham Lincoln grew up in a small house that nurtured big ideas, to the windowless shack along the tracks where Louis Armstrong cut his first jazz record, the Klan infested Indiana. All but two of the ninety-two counties had a chapter—the only state with such saturation. One in three native-born white males wore the sheets. And here was yet another plum: Ed Jackson, the Republican whose name had first appeared on membership rolls of the Klan in 1923, had been swept into the governor’s office. He owed it all to D. C. Stephenson.

			In the golden age of fraternal organizations, the Klan was the largest and most powerful of the secret societies among American men—bigger by far than the Odd Fellows, the Elks, or the Freemasons, and vastly greater in number than the original Klan born in violence just after the Civil War. Gains over the last few years, mostly in the North, had been astonishing. A Klan mayor ruled Anaheim, California; the city was nicknamed “Klanaheim.” A KKK chapter was chartered on board the USS Tennessee, a battleship anchored off Bremerton, Washington. “The Invisible Empire now has a floating Klan,” crowed the order’s national paper, the Imperial Night-Hawk, which had a larger circulation than the New York Times.

			In Colorado, an open Klansman, Clarence Morley, won the governorship on the same day that Ed Jackson did in Indiana. He promised to fire all Jewish and Catholic professors at the state’s flagship public university. “Every Man under the Capitol Dome a Klansman” was his motto. He joined another Klan-backed governor in the West, Walter M. Pierce in Oregon, who endorsed a voter-approved measure that would essentially eliminate Catholic schools. “Keeping America a Land for Americans” was his slogan. The Klan claimed fifteen United States senators under its control, and seventy-five members of the House of Representatives. Many had sworn allegiance in secret Klan initiation rituals, becoming “naturalized,” as it was called.

			But the epicenter was Indiana, which was trying to shape human behavior as no state had ever done. At mass rallies, Stephenson and other Klan leaders cited the latest research from influential eugenicists, detailing the skull size, personality deficiencies, and other indicators of inferiority by those not of strict Nordic stock.

			The state had passed the world’s first eugenic sterilization law, targeting “idiots, imbeciles, and confirmed criminals,” as the statute dictated. The Klan was now pushing for a more severe measure, singling out paupers, alcoholics, thieves, prostitutes, and those with epilepsy to be sterilized against their will.

			Stephenson’s vigilantes assisted the police in enforcing the harshest anti-alcohol laws outside the Muslim world. Prohibition, which Winston Churchill called “an affront to the whole history of mankind,” had become the law of the land in 1920. It had long been pressed by the Klan, aimed at Irish, Italian, and German Catholics as part of a crusade against the meeting places and social rituals of immigrants, and at Black men whose lust for white women was said to rise with the ingestion of liquor. Indiana went much further. The state made it illegal to display flasks and cocktail shakers in shop windows, or to sell hair tonic that contained a whiff of alcohol. A new law criminalized possession of an empty bottle if it still had the smell of liquor. Punishment was thirty days in jail.

			The America of the 1920s was roaring in some quarters but repressive in many others. The first twenty-five years of the new century were the “swiftest moving and most restless time the world has known,” wrote Booth Tarkington, Indiana’s most celebrated author. In the South, whites had wiped out Black voting rights. They put in place Jim Crow laws that prevented more than one out of every three citizens from owning property in middle-class neighborhoods and from eating, sleeping, traveling, shopping, or going to school with whites. That system was locked down, backed by a Supreme Court ruling with only one justice dissenting. Now the Klan was moving swiftly in its new strongholds in the North to extend suppression of Black families in everyday life.

			The twentieth-century Klan was also fighting to close the door on those whose religion, accents, and appearances made them suspect in large parts of the United States—mainly Eastern European Jews, Polish and Italian Catholics, Greeks, and Asians.

			“No one can deny that the United States is a white Protestant country,” wrote the Fiery Cross, the weekly newspaper of the Indiana Klan. Stephenson’s press organ was filled with scare stories of those seeking to find a home in a new land. “We receive at our ports of immigration an ignorant and disreputable omnium-gatherum of scorbutic and vicious spawn, people who possess neither blood nor brain, unclean and uncomprehending foes of American ideals.” The governor of Georgia, Clifford Walker, told a Klan rally in 1924 that the United States should “build a wall of steel, a wall as high as heaven” against immigrants.

			And in these first days of 1925, the ultimate political design was within reach: a Klan from sea to sea, north to south, anchored in the White House. It was an absurd idea only to those who believed that a vibrant young democracy could never be given over to a gifted charlatan. The Klan had been so influential at the 1924 national conventions of both Democrats and Republicans that Time magazine had put Imperial Wizard Hiram Wesley Evans on the cover, and dubbed the GOP gathering the “Kleveland Konvention.” The Klan got most of what it wanted at both national party meetings. When Evans went to Colorado later that year, he told a gathering of thousands of new initiates who filled a stadium that they had just joined “the most wonderful movement the world has ever seen.”

			As Stephenson welcomed the fresh crop of politicians under the Klan’s thumb today, it was an open secret that Indiana senator Samuel Ralston did not have long to live. Should he die, the governor would name his successor. And the Grand Dragon of Indiana was the most likely choice to fill the seat, given what Jackson owed him. After that, as Stephenson told associates, “I’m going to be the biggest man in the United States.”

			Outside, snow showers threatened, the wind was up, and the ground hard. Bare limbs of the big red maples and white oaks, native to this prairie soil, clattered against each other in skeletal gasps. The city was busting at its iron seams, the streets crowded with the clank and cacophony of autos, trolleys, and fine-dressed shoppers eying miracle appliances. Indiana was now as urban as it was rural; for the first time, half the population lived in a city. Many had grown up on farms where they’d pumped their own water, walked behind horse-drawn plows in the field, and rarely traveled more than a hundred miles from their place of birth. Now they had flush toilets and furnaces, toasters and telephones, vacuum cleaners, refrigerators, and the latest marvel: radios, bringing baseball games and music to a wooden box nesting in the family room.

			Inside the snug interior of the new Italian Renaissance building, all was aglow with fellowship and praise. Bells rang, ushers shepherded men in tuxedos and white ties and women in evening gowns to their seats. A local writer, William Herschell, was summoned to read a poem he’d written, one of the most popular verses in the state, the closing line familiar to this crowd:

			
				Ain’t God good to Indiana?

				Ain’t He, fellers? Ain’t He, though?

			

			The new governor was introduced to a rousing ovation. As secretary of state, Ed Jackson had authorized the Indiana charter of the Ku Klux Klan in 1921. And when he was exposed two years later as the highest-ranking elected official in Indiana to wear “the shroud of the terrorist and the mask of the highwayman,” as a crusading Irish American journalist put it, he shrugged it off. As did voters in the 1924 election. Jackson was one of us—a neighbor, son of a mill worker, war veteran, small-town lawyer relatively new to the big city, a Disciples of Christ Protestant in good standing, not a shred of ethnicity to him.

			When the grandchildren of these leading citizens later discovered hoods in the attic, or membership lists that included their kin, they could not fathom how such a thing came to pass. They knew the Ku Klux Klan was born in the murk of blood-spilling hate, built around a racial order that would find its most ghastly expression in the laws of Nazi Germany. They would tell themselves that the vast Klan of the American Midwest was nonviolent, casually cruel at worst, that its members were hayseeds and dupes and chuckleheads, that one twisted man with a surfeit of charisma had taken over the state without the consent of the majority.

			None of it was true.

			The Klan dens of the Heartland were not small or isolated or insignificant by any measure. Nor were their members ignorant of the power of their beliefs. They rose to their feet and cheered speakers who called Jews “un-American parasites.” They harassed and threatened Catholic clergy and nuns. They passed laws to prevent Black people from moving into their neighborhoods, going to public schools of their choice, or marrying people of another race. They voted overwhelmingly for the Klan slate in state and local elections. On occasion, they clubbed and terrified their enemies, or ran them out of town on a few hours’ notice. They bombed homes and set fires. They didn’t hide by day and only come out at night. They were people who held their communities together, bankers and merchants, lawyers and doctors, coaches and teachers, servants of God and shapers of opinion. Their wives belonged to the Klan women’s auxiliary, and their masked children marched in parades under the banner of the Ku Klux Kiddies.

			“I did not sell the Klan in Indiana on hatreds,” Stephenson said. “I sold it on Americanism.” These people knew what they’d signed up for: that oath before God could not have been more specific about the absolute superiority of one race and one religion and the inferiority of all others.

			A handful of Hoosiers were heroic—two rabbis, an African American publisher born enslaved, a fearless Catholic lawyer, a small-town editor repeatedly beaten and thrown in jail, a lone prosecutor. They were aided by a gifted man of letters, a Black poet and Broadway composer who forced an epic national political realignment with his eloquent defiance. Later, these resisters would be nudged from the margins of their time to history’s forefront. On this day, they were shut out completely from the orbit of power assembled around the new governor.

			“We will stand for the things that are right at all times,” Jackson said now, to prolonged applause.

			Stephenson settled into dinner at a table in the front of the ballroom. He was with a female companion, one of at least a dozen women he was seen with around town or at the lavish parties he threw inside his mansion. The term of the day was ladies’ man, for he was surely a charmer, a gift-giver, a note-sender, promiscuous with his praise of women he coveted. But he was much more than that. With an appetite for violent sexual excess, he needed to possess women, to hurt them and make them tremble. Of late, nothing seemed to satisfy him more than a naked woman bloodied by his teeth and begging for her life. His savagery was known only to a few people—it was the great secret of this multiloquent master of the North. But he showed no outward fear of getting caught; law enforcement couldn’t touch him. And because the Klan had made him rich, money further immunized him from justice. He earned far more in a year than Babe Ruth. He had a ninety-eight-foot yacht docked at Lake Erie and a private plane with the Klan logo painted underneath, to go with the fleet of luxury cars, a waterfront summer home, and the estate in the most prestigious address in Indiana. One of the men who traveled with him was known simply as “The Bank,” and carried enough cash to complete any favor on the spot.

			Seated across from him tonight was someone he’d never met, Madge Oberholtzer. She was twenty-eight, daughter of a postal clerk, full-figured, with dark eyes and chestnut-colored hair that she usually wore in a stylish upsweep. Madge had attended Butler College in Irvington, the elegant neighborhood five miles east of downtown Indianapolis. She’d been a member of Pi Beta Phi sorority and fallen in with a passionate group of college Hoosiers trying to get women the vote. She was high-spirited, with an infectious independent streak.

			Today, she’d been hired to help set up the banquet, doing table assignments among other duties. She had taken a risk and acted with typical boldness when she seated herself across from the Grand Dragon. Who was Madge Oberholtzer to be at the great and powerful man’s table? She still lived with her parents. She’d taught public school for a while, then found a good-paying position with a state literacy program. But that job was on the chopping block. With a single command, Steve alone could fix her problem.

			He asked Madge about herself. Her home was just four blocks from his palace of the Klan of the North. She’d walked by the German shepherds and armed guards, the Packards, Caddies, and Lexington Touring Cars, sometimes seeing disheveled revelers spilling out of the house at dawn. Steve himself was a college graduate, or so he said. Hoosier born and bred, he claimed, from an old South Bend family that made its old money in the oil business. Or maybe it was coal. Or banking. He told people he was a war hero, having served in France during the slaughter of the Great War. In business, he bragged of his Midas touch. “It doesn’t make any difference what I get into, it makes money for me.” His Klan had even tried to buy a college, Valparaiso, envisioning a Harvard of intolerance in the northwest corner of the state.

			At the peak of his power, D. C. Stephenson wanted to wipe the dirt of the Midwest from his shoes. He would say goodbye to India-no-place, Naptown, as the swells in his circle called the capital city. This was the year to do it, depending on when that Senate seat opened. All that would stand between him and Klan control over much of the United States was Madge Oberholtzer. She would force a reckoning, a sensational trial of a man who’d enlisted countless Americans to take a pledge of hate. He asked her to dance. And later, he gave her his phone number: Irvington 0492.

		

	
		PART ONE

		AN EMPIRE OF HATE

	
		1.

		Birth and Death of the Klan

		
			1866–1872

		

		When white-sheeted nightriders first appeared in the dark Southern night, many people thought they were ghosts. That was the idea: the souls of those who’d died for a republic of slaveholders had returned from their graves. They were out for vengeance, and they were invisible. They burned houses and churches, stole crops and food, dragged men from their farms and whipped them until they fell, ripped teachers from schoolhouses and branded their foreheads, raped women in front of their children, and shot their husbands at point-blank range. During rampages, they often displayed skeletal hands from beneath their robes, rattled chains, or removed fake heads—all to further the scare of a spectral and invincible force. In daylight, they vanished. The morning after a raid, a victim might come across the man who had torched his barn, the clerk at the mercantile store, and know nothing of his role in the nocturnal horror. But they were not ghosts. The hooded horsemen were part of the unmoored mass of defeated Confederate soldiers, more than half a million men who’d surrendered on the condition that they not “take up arms against the United States.” Though conquered, they were free to return home, free to farm and bank and own property, eventually free to vote and hold office. For the most part, traitors were not tried.

		In early 1866, six of those rebel veterans met in Pulaski, in Middle Tennessee a few miles north of the Alabama border, to form a secret club. The market town of 2,000 people was named for a Catholic immigrant from Poland who’d fought for the Americans against the British. Before the Civil War, almost half the county was enslaved. Now they walked the streets—freedmen and freedwomen. They attended schools, held worship services, and made plans to vote. President Lincoln had established a Freedmen’s Bureau to help people who’d been held in bondage become people with tools to make a living on their own. His generals had offered reparations—forty acres and a mule, carved out of land seized from more than 70,000 slaveholders. But his successor, Andrew Johnson, had overturned the order just a few months after Lincoln was assassinated. The task of peace, as Walt Whitman had prophesied, would be more difficult than the war itself.

		Two of the young men gathered in Pulaski had been Confederate officers. Two were lawyers. One was a newspaper editor. One was a cotton broker. They were adrift, bored, and bitter, chafing at new life in the South after four million enslaved people had been freed, and would soon make up 36 percent of the citizen population. The Greek word kuklos, representing a circle, was offered as a name. Klan was an alliterative pairing of the first word, and an echo of the clans to which the Old World ancestors of these Scots-Irish Protestants had belonged. A costume came together: a conical top to make the wearer look much taller, a white mask with cutouts for eyes, a long robe with symbols stitched to it. Silly rituals and silly titles were invented. When the first public parade was held in Pulaski, the original six had expanded to seventy-five masked men marching in the street. The local paper printed a story a week about this mysterious new club. What was the purpose? Brotherhood. Mystery. And power. “The first meeting was purely social,” wrote James R. Crowe, one of the original half-dozen. “We would frequently meet after the day’s business was over in some room or office. We would have music and songs.”

		His framing of the founding was a not-so-sly bit of myth-crafting. Before long, the music and song had become arson and whipping. In early 1867, a Tennessee paper reported the rise of “some general and unrefined dread among Negroes of a secret order that has recently made its appearance.” And that secret order had spread beyond Pulaski. At a regional convention in Nashville, a prominent Tennessean, Nathan Bedford Forrest, declared himself the first Grand Wizard. As a Confederate general, Forrest was notorious for the Fort Pillow Massacre, the execution of about 150 Black Union soldiers who had thrown down their arms and surrendered. On his orders, they were bayoneted, clubbed to death, and “shot down like dogs,” one Confederate soldier wrote. Pardoned by Johnson of the war crime, Forrest had trouble making a living in an economy no longer built on human property. Beady-eyed and bewhiskered, he loathed the idea of the Black race standing on equal terms with whites. “The Negroes were holding night meetings, were going about, were being very insolent,” Forrest explained in a congressional hearing. “Ladies were ravished by some of these Negroes.”

		When the South refused to grant basic rights to the formerly enslaved, the region was put under military control and divided into five districts. Reconstruction of a new society was mandated by Congress and enforced by federal troops. Defiant local governments were replaced by law-abiding ones. But now the Klan had a larger purpose: it turned to terror. The silly rituals and silly titles gave way to insurrection. In Tennessee, they started raiding at night, destroying property, breaking into homes, firing shots. Black people who promoted voting were lashed and burned. White teachers in Black schools were dragged from their homes and ordered to leave. One was pistol-whipped and told that “no damn Yankee bitch should live in this county.” In Mississippi, the Klan drove out nearly every teacher in a Black school. At the same time, independent Klan units sprouted in California, where migrants from China were nearly 10 percent of the population. Arsonists burned a Methodist church that had housed a Sunday school for Chinese children. The Klan in San Jose issued a threat to farmers in the southern Bay Area: they would destroy all crops of people who hired a single Asian.

		Throughout the South and parts of the West Coast, young Klansmen acted with impunity. Their pamphlets were bold and declarative of their purpose, as one proclaimed: “Unholy blacks, cursed by God, take warning and fly.” With confidence came arrogance. By 1868, Forrest boasted of a tide of newborn rebels—40,000 Klansmen in Tennessee, a half million throughout the South, in every province of the former Confederacy. “It’s a protective, political, military organization,” Forrest told a reporter. When this interview was reprinted in papers around the nation, people were shocked. The North had won the war. The South was winning the peace. And when asked about this assertion, Forrest did not deny it. “If they send the black men to hunt those Confederate soldiers whom they call Kuklux, then I say to you, ‘Go out and shoot the Radicals.’ ”

		In July 1866, a white mob backed by police stormed a Black political gathering in New Orleans, stomping men to death, shooting, stabbing, and mutilating others. More than thirty people died and 160 were seriously hurt before federal troops restored order. A similar scene bloodied the streets of Memphis that year—a three-day war that killed forty-six Black people and reduced twelve schools and four churches to ash-heaps. In Arkansas, more than 2,000 African Americans were murdered in the months leading up to the 1868 presidential election. In Lafayette County, Mississippi, thirty Black residents were driven out of their homes and forced to the water’s edge, where they were drowned. In the years that followed, people who fished the Yocona River snagged human skulls and bones from the depths.

		“The Freedmen are shot and Union men are persecuted if they have the temerity to express their opinion,” said General Philip H. Sheridan, whose military district included Louisiana and Texas. A Tennessee authority complained to President Johnson that the Klan rode freely at night, “causing dismay & terror to all—Our civil authorities are powerless.”

		Johnson was frequently drunk and openly foul-mouthed, a quarrelsome Tennessee Democrat put on the ticket in 1864 by Lincoln as a unity gesture. Just days before he was murdered, Lincoln had become the first president to publicly raise the prospect of full African American citizenship. Johnson, sworn in six weeks after Lincoln began his second term, would have none of his predecessor’s vision. He ignored pleas from civil authorities to go after the Klan, and he urged Southern politicians to balk at expanding the Constitution. “Everyone would and must admit that the white race was superior to the Black,” he said. He vetoed the Civil Rights Act of 1866, a legislative attempt to extend real power to the formerly enslaved, but was overridden by a strong majority in Congress. “This is a country for white men, and by God, as long as I am president, it shall be a government for white men,” he wrote that year. He then announced an amnesty proclamation for ex-Confederates, an unconditional pardon, restoring all rights except property ownership of human beings.

		Violence escalated: lynching, arson, beatings, a reign of orchestrated bloodshed for the last three years of Johnson’s chaotic term. The exact number of deaths has never been fully established, but one military commander, General John Reynolds, reported from Texas that murders of Black citizens were “so common as to render it impossible to keep an accurate account of them.” Sheriffs would not arrest their criminal neighbors. Witnesses were intimidated or murdered. “We can inform you that we are the law itself,” was the message delivered from a Klan unit to one teacher in Mississippi.

		We are the law itself—the same boast would be heard in Indiana, fifty years later, taking flight through the revelations of Madge Oberholtzer.

		Johnson was impeached by the House, acquitted by a single vote in the Senate, then rendered powerless. When the Union general Ulysses S. Grant was elected in 1868, he carried most of the North and a handful of Southern states where large numbers of Black men had been able to vote, thanks to the protection of federal troops. A few months into his presidency, he got a letter from a widow, Sallie Adkins, of Georgia; her spouse, a state senator, had been assassinated on the open road by a Klansman. “I am only a poor woman whose husband has been murdered for his devotion to his country,” she wrote the president. Grant promised to smash the Klan. There was nothing gallant or noble about these midnight marauders. The president saw them for what they were: killers in bedsheets who were “trying to reduce the colored people to a condition closely akin to that of slavery,” he said.

		In Lincoln’s final days, he had sought to expand the Constitution. What followed was “a massive experiment in interracial democracy,” the historian Eric Foner wrote. In the first lightning strike, the 13th Amendment, slavery was formally outlawed in 1865. In the second, passed after the president was killed, a citizen was defined in the 14th Amendment as anyone born or naturalized in the United States. The 15th Amendment, ratified in 1870, prevented states from denying voting rights based on color. Grant called the last of the three additions “the most important event that has occurred since the nation came to life.”

		The problem for the general who had won the war was that the Klan was not an organized army with a defined chain of command. Across the South, Klan units would not stand and fight against federal forces. They would not stand at all. They could not be chased across the land or forced to assemble in a defensive posture atop a hill. The enemy was “the most atrocious organization that the civilized part of the world has ever known,” Grant’s Justice Department declared. After Congress handed him the tools he needed, the president used the Ku Klux Klan Acts to hammer the hooded order. He sent federal authorities, backed by more federal troops, to prosecute what were now federal crimes. He declared martial law in places. He suspended habeas corpus. In the fall of 1869, nearly 2,000 Klansmen were arrested in South Carolina alone. By end of the next year, 3,000 were indicted across the South. A third of them were convicted and sent away with long prison terms. Acknowledging defeat, the Klan formally disbanded under an order from Forrest. He burned all records.

		Frederick Douglass had seen the postwar carnage coming. As a manacled young man, he taught himself to read and write, breaking the law and risking the lash, a voracious student of classics, philosophy, and history. As an orator and essayist, he saw his words widely published; by the 1860s, he was the most prominent Black man in America. “The work does not end with the abolition of slavery,” he said, not long after Lincoln was shot in the head, “but only begins.” When Grant crushed the Klan in the South, Douglass wrote, “The scourging and slaughter of our people have so far ceased.”

		So far.

	
		2.

		An Opening in Indiana

		
			1922

		

		The regular Sunday evening service was just getting under way in Evansville, Indiana, when the doors to Central Methodist Episcopal Church flung open with a bang. The minister was startled. The congregation gasped. A column of white-sheeted intruders, faces veiled but for cutouts over the eyes, marched forcefully up the aisle. The Reverend A. M. Couchman had seen these Kluxers around town for the last year, heard good things about them from fellow ministers, and noticed they had stitched red crosses in a circle over the heart on their robes. Under the vault of the church, the mystery men moved closer, surrounding the white preacher and kneeling at his side. A gift was offered to him, an envelope stuffed with cash, “in the interest of the work you are doing here.” Then, just as quickly as they’d swept in, the Klansmen trooped out, filed into cars whose license plates had been covered, and drove off into the mid-American twilight. The minister kept the money, and for the next Sunday and many Sundays thereafter, he spoke of the high ideals of the masked men who had invaded his spiritual sanctuary.

		The church lesson of March 26, 1922—front-page news in Evansville—was not lost on D. C. Stephenson, who pored over a half-dozen papers a day looking for clues on what made modern America tick. “It was the first public appearance by the Klan,” the fledgling order announced to the press, “but it won’t be the last.” Money changing hands in a house of God was usually viewed with skepticism. But this bribe of a soul merchant was part of a pattern: the new Klan would build its foundation with the blessing of Protestant clergy.

		For Stephenson, it made perfect sense. He was a young man on the make, and a quick learner. His new life in Evansville was a dash and a dodge, just a few steps ahead of the multiple lives he’d left behind. He’d knocked around from town to town, selling linotype parts, stock in a coal company, but mostly selling himself. He could talk a dog off a meat-wagon, as they said in those parts. His smile was toothy and his cheeks dimpled, his eyes blazed, his shoes sparkled, and his clothing was impeccable. He liked heavy food, a good cigar, and many a drink. He looked prosperous, even if he wasn’t. He sounded educated, an incontinent user of five-dollar words, even if the college he’d attended changed with each telling. But the truth of his background didn’t matter; his swagger was convincing.

		The national Klan had sent a recruiter, Joe Huffington, to Indiana in 1921. The goal was to establish a base in the North. As one of his first hires, Stephenson made $12 a week on the Empire’s payroll, but that arrangement wouldn’t last for long. He joined the Klan because he saw it as a ticket to the top. Small thinking was for losers. Steve wanted the Klan of the North to rise up and come out of the shadows, to show its face and bask in the daylight. The Knights of the Invisible Empire had nothing to hide and much to share.

		Stephenson set up a base of operations in the velvety interior of the Vendome Hotel, his residence in Evansville, with its wood-paneled walls, arched entrance, gold-plated spittoons beside black leather chairs. The Vendome was just a few blocks one way from the dockside traffic of the Ohio River, a few steps the other way from the seat of power at the Vanderburgh County Courthouse, a Beaux-Arts masterpiece. Most of the town was white, native born, and Protestant, like Indiana itself. That was the first thing that got Steve’s attention not long after he dropped off his suitcases at the Vendome. The other thing was how wide-open the old riverfront burg was for the right kind of people, the ideal setup for Mr. D. C. Stephenson. The fresh-hatched local Klan pledged to clean up all the rot in Evansville even as Steve reveled in it. For those who liked their hypocrisy cut with pleasure, the forbidden vices of a Midwest under moral lockdown were gifts he could bestow.

		Sitting flat on a wide bend of the waterway that flows from Pittsburgh to the Mississippi, Evansville was the most segregated city in Indiana, and the third largest, with 85,000 people. Window signs in the business district proclaimed “We Cater to White Trade Only.” The Ohio was thick with industrial sludge and the air was heavy with foul-smelling pollutants. On summer days when the sky was hot and wet, when all of Evansville seemed to sweat, Kentucky, just across the river, was barely visible through the haze.

		A mob with clubs had chased a group of immigrant miners out of town in 1921. The whiff of socialism was enough to inflame the attackers. Irish laborers had helped to build the city; refugees of the Great Famine dug the ditch that would become the Wabash and Erie Canal, largest in the United States, connecting Evansville to Lake Erie, 460 miles to the north. But because of their religion, they were second-class citizens in the caste system that the Klan exploited in Evansville.

		The 6,000 or so Black residents were forced into tenements and shacks in Baptisttown, a shank of the city without electricity or indoor plumbing. They were constantly harassed. Memories of a 1903 slaughter—twelve Blacks murdered and four saloons burned to the ground by a white mob—still haunted. The Carnegie Library, supposedly open to all as a springboard to the world’s possibilities, was for whites only. When a white college student working at a gas station during his summer break offered to clean the windshields of Black motorists, he was scolded by the owner. Black people in southern Indiana were not to be served, nor seen in mixed company—an attitude certainly not limited to Evansville.

		“The Negro is among us and the race should be encouraged to progress, but that path should never lead to social mingling,” warned the Indianapolis Star in 1921.

		Black innovators were the force behind a burst of cultural creativity, from the poetry of Langston Hughes and the Harlem Renaissance to the crossover dance craze of the Charleston to jazz, the soundtrack of the age—“the tom-tom of joy and laughter, and pain swallowed in a smile,” as Hughes called it. But daily life for millions was a reminder that the American promise was not for them. This was even harder to accept for 200,000 Black soldiers who had returned from military service in France and felt entitled to be full citizens. “The great war in Europe, its recoil on America, the ferment in the United States, all conspired to break up the stereotyped conception of the Negro’s place,” wrote James Weldon Johnson, the literary polymath, a leader of the Harlem Renaissance. Cities erupted in violent attacks on Black property and life. And as vigilante executions by a hangman’s noose continued without sanction in the South, Congress could not muster enough votes to pass an anti-lynching law.

		Evansville was ripe for the Klan, the perfect place to plant the flag in the North for the second coming of the Invisible Empire. And D. C. Stephenson was the ideal missionary. He had magnetism, unbridled energy, and a talent for bundling a set of grievances against immigrants, Jews, Roman Catholics, and Blacks into a simple unified pitch that made sense of a fast-changing America still dazed by the Great War. Not long after Stephenson joined the hooded order in early 1921, he would eclipse the man who hired him.

		“All my friends, a crowd of fine young men, belonged,” he recalled, portraying himself as an innocent tugged along by social pressure. “They kept after me, and explained to me that the Klan was not an organization which took Negroes out, cut off their noses and threw them into the fire.”

		

		—

		
		Alex Johnson was a bellhop and elevator operator at the Adolphus Hotel in Dallas. It was a swanky place with an elite clientele. He was quick with a compliment. Too quick for some concerned citizens, who spread word that the young Black man was in love with a white woman. On the first day of April in 1921, about the same time that Stephenson swore his oath to the Klan and got his robe and hood, Johnson was kidnapped from his home, gagged, bound, blindfolded, and dragged to the Trinity River bottoms. A noose was tied around his neck. He was whipped, twenty-five lashes. The letters KKK were branded onto his forehead with acid. Half naked, bloodied, and semiconscious, he was dumped at the doorstep of the Adolphus.

		The attack on the bellhop was led by a Klan leader from Dallas, Hiram W. Evans, a blank-faced dentist with dark eyes that looked like those of a snowman’s ovals of coal. A native of Alabama, Evans studied at Vanderbilt, then set up a practice in Texas, married, and had three children. But the settled life of a family man pulling teeth for profit was not enough for him. Evans smoldered with rage at the changing face of the United States. To Evans, Nordic whites were the only true Americans and the most advanced humans on earth. All others—“Dagoes, Hunkies, Micks, Slavs, Slopes, Kikes,” in his vernacular shorthand—were filth and scum. The Nordic race, by which he meant British of Anglo-Saxon blood, Teutonic Germans, and descendants of Vikings from the north, was responsible for civilization. He hated immigrants. He hated Catholics. He hated the sexual freedom of the Jazz Age, in film and in smoky clubs. Above all, he hated race-mixing; physical love, in particular, was abhorrent to him. He urged every state in the nation to “make sex between a white and a black person a crime” punishable by lengthy prison sentences.

		Under Evans, the Dallas Klan took off, quickly becoming a national force. These hooded Texans practiced violence and politics in equal measure. A Black doctor who’d been seen with a white woman was castrated. A Jewish tailor was beaten and told to leave town. One month after the attack on the bellhop, the Klan held a large parade in downtown Dallas, marching with banners that read “Pure Womanhood, Our Little Girls Must Be Protected” and “One Hundred Percent American.” But the biggest breakthrough was the election of the first open Klansman as a United States senator, Earl B. Mayfield, in the fall of 1922. With considerable help from Evans, he swept the state.

		And the abduction and near killing of Alex Johnson? “As I understand the case, the Negro was guilty of doing something which he had no right to do,” said Sheriff Dan Harston. “There will be no investigation by my department. He no doubt deserved it.” Harston was not only the top lawman of Dallas County, he was a Klansman in good standing. A local judge weighed in as well. “If enough people hear of this it may do some good,” said Judge T. A. York. That was the Klan’s intent—to publicize its own violent crimes. Evans had even invited a reporter from the Dallas Times-Herald to witness a felony in action. The headline of his story was: bellhop accused of insult to woman.

		Evans could oversee an atrocity of that magnitude, boast about it in the papers, and never go to jail, because the Klan of the early 1920s felt invincible—an extraordinary change of fortune from a half century earlier.

		

		—

		The presidential election of 1876 brought the end of Grant’s control over renegade elements of the South. The Democrat, Samuel J. Tilden, won the popular vote but fell short in the Electoral College because three states were in dispute. The courts handed the mess off to Congress, which appointed a commission to decide the outcome. As a bargaining chip to get him over the line, Republican Rutherford B. Hayes promised to withdraw federal troops from obstructionist Southern states. In return, he won the highest office in the land by a single electoral vote. His presidency marked the close of Reconstruction and ushered in nearly ninety years of disenfranchisement and segregation for millions of American citizens. Shortly thereafter, Tennessee passed the nation’s first Jim Crow law, separating passengers on rail cars by skin color. Starting with Mississippi, ten of the eleven states of the former Confederacy rewrote their constitutions. They made no secret of their intention.

		“The new Constitution eliminates the ignorant Negro vote and places the control of our government where God Almighty intended it should be—with the Anglo-Saxon race,” said the president of Alabama’s constitutional convention. Among the tools of suppression were tests that asked such questions as how many windows were in the White House.

		With the abolition of slavery, Black people were no longer counted as three-fifths but as a full person in the census. Ultimately, that gave twenty-five additional congressional seats to a one-party South that violently suppressed the vote of those newly recognized people. In 1880, 50 percent of Black men in the former Confederacy voted. By 1920, less than 1 percent exercised this fundamental right. Restaurants and grocery stores, drinking fountains and swimming pools, theaters and bars, buses and trains, playgrounds and schoolhouses, even phone booths—all were segregated by race. The Supreme Court backed the electoral disenfranchisement and the lower-class citizenship of millions, finding novel ways around the civil rights amendments to the Constitution. And the federal government walked away, with the tacit approval of the North, allowing two Americas to form.

		The Klan was gone but never forgotten, lost but alive in spirit, its mythology braided thick with new narrative threads. Stories were handed down and told over brandies in parlor rooms, stories of honorable men who rose up to restore their rightful place in society. The most skillful promoter of those stories was a playwright and Baptist minister, Thomas Dixon Jr., born in 1864 in North Carolina. In college, he was a classmate of fellow Southerner and future president Woodrow Wilson at Johns Hopkins University. One night, Dixon went to see a stage version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. To him, it was a libel on the South, one that he would correct. In 1905, he published The Clansman: A Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan. The book was a sensation. His Black caricatures were lecherous, slovenly, and criminal. His whites were knights in bedsheets.

		The filmmaker D. W. Griffith, son of a Confederate colonel, was obsessed with the novel and decided to adapt it for the screen. In Hollywood, he’d been experimenting with different techniques—longer tracking shots, close-ups and fadeouts, multiple storylines. The filmmaker hired 18,000 extras and used 25,000 yards of white muslin cloth to outfit his cast of Klansmen. His nearly three-hour version of Dixon’s book premiered in Los Angeles on February 8, 1915. Later that same year, the twelve-reel epic lit up the East Room of Woodrow Wilson’s White House. Wilson had overseen the segregation of the federal workforce in Washington, establishing separate toilets and lunchrooms, with partitions to keep Blacks and whites apart in the governing agencies. Dixon told the president that the film was more powerful than any book or speech—it was “the mightiest engine for molding public opinion in the history of the world.” He said the real purpose was not entertainment, but “to revolutionize Northern sentiment.”

		That it did. Renamed The Birth of a Nation, the film played to packed houses, north and south; twenty-five million Americans—one in four—saw it in the first two years of release, the most ever for any picture without sound. The basic storyline was about a young white woman harassed to death by a conniving former slave (played by a white actor in blackface), only to have her honor restored by chivalrous men who lynched the predator. But the larger narrative was an epic fictional rewrite of the first years after the Civil War. The film portrayed Reconstruction-era African Americans as subhuman savages. Black legislators were shown barefoot at their desks, tossing chicken bones into aisles and swigging bottles of liquor. At election time, ballots were stuffed and whites denied the vote. And no alabaster-skinned young lady was safe from oversexed and liquored-up Black men. The Klan saved the day, riding to the rescue on steeds draped in white. To these fabrications was added one more: the ritual of the cross burning, something the original Klan never did.

		Dixon’s prediction to Woodrow Wilson was not far off the mark: the film was the most effective and long-lasting source of racial propaganda in American history. And in Wilson, the first Southerner elected to the presidency since 1848, he had his most powerful fan. As a boy of eight, Wilson had seen Jefferson Davis paraded through the streets of Virginia in chains at the close of the Civil War. As a college president at Princeton, he projected intelligence and idealism—traits that carried over into a White House reign that would win him the Nobel Peace Prize. He envisioned a world without war, with a League of Nations to end disputes peacefully. But his was a loathsome soul about race, like much of the country he nudged into the global American Century. Wilson never saw the Black citizens he governed as anything less than inferior. Words from a five-volume history authored by Wilson were used as a title card in Griffith’s film, lending presidential authority to this rewrite of a nation. It was music to Lost Cause ears:

		“The white men were roused by a mere instinct of self-preservation . . . until at last there had sprung into existence a great Ku Klux Klan, a veritable empire of the South, to protect the Southern country.”

		Among those who sat through The Birth of a Nation over and over was an itinerant Methodist minister and dough-faced alcoholic, William J. Simmons. Alabama-born, he’d been peddling fire-and-brimstone Christianity in the rural South for more than a decade, never anchored to any one place. In addition to liquor, he had a weakness for pornography and prostitutes. He’d joined the Masons, the Knights Templar, and the Woodmen of the World, and gave himself an honorific—colonel, which he insisted everyone use. The film made him weep, made his heart race, and helped to shape the biggest idea of his troubled life: the reborn Ku Klux Klan. His father had been a Klansman in Alabama during Reconstruction. He grew up on tales of how the original terror group “used to frighten the darkies,” as he said in a history of the founding. One day Simmons had a religious vision of a uniquely American hate society guided by God.

		On Thanksgiving night in 1915, fifty years after the close of the Civil War, Simmons and fifteen other men clambered up the granite monolith of Stone Mountain in Georgia. They built an altar on which they laid a Bible, an American flag, and a sword. The men set fire to a cross and shouted to the heavens an oath of allegiance to the Invisible Empire of a new age. The Ku Klux Klan had risen, Simmons proclaimed, “awakened from a slumber of a half a century.”

		Simmons modeled his newly chartered Klan after the fraternal orders he knew so well, with codes, secret phrases, hand signs, titles, rituals, oaths, and a constitution. The Klan even had its own calendar and language. The guiding principle was the superiority of white, Protestant, native-born Americans over everyone else. On the point of tribal identity, there was no wavering. “We seek to create, as never before, one grand, glorious America,” Simmons wrote in a booklet. “A White Man’s nation.”

		With his other life ventures, Simmons had been a failure. And his Klan, too, despite a burst of initial success, looked to be floundering within a few years. What saved it were two masters of promotion, Edward Y. Clarke and Mary Elizabeth “Bessie” Tyler. Clarke was a cigar-chomping former press agent, quick with a story angle and a scheme a minute. Tyler was the organizer, while also projecting motherhood and piety. Their business partnership had served them well in backing eugenic crusades, harvest festivals, state bans on alcohol, and assorted morality campaigns. They certainly shared with Simmons a hatred of the one in three Americans who were Black, Jewish, or Roman Catholic.

		This was a new and expanded roster of enemies for the new and expanding Klan. The original hooded order directed most of its venom against Black people. With Jews and immigrants of an old faith based in Rome pouring into the country, the revived Klan would open up fresh categories of undesirables. Hate was tailored to the region—Asians on the Pacific coast, Mexicans in the Southwest, Mormons in the Rocky Mountains, Blacks in the South, Jews on the East Coast, and immigrants and Catholics everywhere. To this list was added sex—that is, all the new cultural expressions of sensuality.

		The Klan operatives didn’t need to create resentments—their recruitment pitch fit the times. Bigotry was rarely punished or condemned, even in polite circles in the North. In New York City, wealthy Black residents who owned fine apartments had to take the service elevators in many buildings. At Harvard, Black students were excluded from freshman dormitories. “From the beginning, we have thought it expedient to compel men of different races to reside apart,” explained the school’s longtime president, A. Lawrence Lowell, in defense of the Ivy League racial barrier.

		Tyler said Jews were not even Americans, and Roman Catholics were traitors. Clarke called for sterilizing all Black citizens. But what really drove the pair of promoters into the arms of the twentieth-century Klan founder was money. In 1920, Clarke and Tyler cut a deal with Simmons, granting them a significant share of every new membership. The best way to make their fortune, they realized, was to incentivize local recruiters on the ground by giving them a cut as well. They sold the Klan as a Main Street guardian against immorality, immigrants and their foreign faiths, and African Americans who were rebelling against Jim Crow. In barely a year’s time, the number of Klansmen went from 3,000 to 100,000. Texas in particular was such a bright spot that the Dallas dentist, Evans, was brought to Atlanta to join the national leadership and oversee expansion in the North. With all the new money flowing in, Simmons moved into a white-columned mansion on Peachtree Road—Klan Krest, he called it.

		

		—

		At his table inside the Vendome Hotel, D. C. Stephenson plotted a future with Joe Huffington, the Empire’s Indiana emissary. The traveling Klansman was concerned about news of the violence in Texas and elsewhere, which had given the resurgent hooded order a run of bad press. The way to win over the Heartland was with a wholesome Klan, a Klan of family and faith and Midwestern values. It would not be the Klan of the whip and the sword, but the Klan of the hearth and the Lord. “It’s a clean organization,” said Huffington, “standing for the uplift and protection of untainted Americanism.”

		Steve didn’t disagree with the sentiment, though the cynic in him knew better. In his experience, you didn’t have to lead a man to hate, just show him the way and he’d do it on his own. But he had much bigger ideas and was already reaching out to Evans in Atlanta. He’d impressed national leadership with his cunning, his guile, and the size of his grandiosity. The United States was full of secretive clubs: Masons, Woodmen, Red Men, Elks, and Odd Fellows, with nearly 40 percent of adult males belonging to a fraternal order. Stephenson and Evans shared a vision: If the new Klan was going to stand out, it needed to be a player, and not just when the sun went down. Who cared what a bunch of costumed men did in a basement on Friday night? What about politics? Writing laws and enforcing the rules? Congress? The statehouse? Real power!

		In the spring of 1922, Stephenson was also running for Congress, scratching the itch of his oversized ambition. But his campaign was going nowhere. For one thing, he was a heavy drinker in a state that embraced Prohibition as the 11th Commandment from God. The most influential political organization in the nation was the Anti-Saloon League, militantly dry and evangelically Christian—riding high at the peak of fundamentalist fury against the ills of alcohol. Without the support of the ASL, he was doomed. For another, he was an outsider. Who was this guy? He didn’t sound local, didn’t speak in Hoosier Twang, the northernmost extension of the South Midland dialect, despite a disciplined effort to talk as if he were from the dead center of the USA. He’d just washed up in Evansville two years earlier, a mystery man with a wife in tow—though Violet Stephenson hadn’t been seen with him of late.

		What happened at the Methodist church was a turning point. Why run for a seat in Congress, which paid $7,500 a year, when there was a fortune to be made in a movement? In the same week that Klansmen handed the pastor a fistful of money, the papers announced that Stephenson was withdrawing his candidacy for office. He changed political parties, from Democrat to Republican, and pronounced himself an ardent foe of alcohol. If he could repeat the scene from Central Methodist, there’d be no stopping the hooded order. All it took was a small bribe and a bit of Bible talk. The constituency was vast. Evansville alone had seventy-two Protestant churches. In short order, he paid off a dozen or so ministers to evangelize on behalf of the Klan, spreading the word of hate along with the word of God. Those sermons were then widely reported in the Klan’s new Indiana weekly, the Fiery Cross. In Bloomington one Sunday morning, Reverend Vic Blair introduced Klan concepts to three hundred people in church while waving a copy of its constitution.

		“The Klan is not against the Negro, but against social equality,” he said from the pulpit. “Not against Jews, but against only the Jews who are trying to gain control of the world; not against the Catholics, but opposed to their systems. It is time for the scum to be thrown from the melting pot. And the Invisible Empire will do the skimming!”

		Stephenson presented a plan to leadership: he would conquer all of Indiana for the Ku Klux Klan, not just a bridgehead in Evansville. He’d do it through Protestant churches. He would infiltrate other fraternal organizations, natural joiners. Ministers and Masons—that was the way forward. In the America of 1922, fear of others generated a lot of anxious energy. This collective unease had only to be corralled, sanctified, and monetized. For every $10 from a new member, Steve wanted $4. He’d already done the math. He also wanted a big piece of the official uniform required of every Klansman, hood and robes made especially for members, sold only through the Klan for $6. As for using Christianity to inoculate this secret society from the charge of bigotry—it was brilliant! Simmons, the failed minister, had long felt the same way. Surely, an army of righteous preachers could never be impugned as night-riding criminals. When the Imperial Wizard signed the formal charter for Evansville in May 1922—“Klan #1 in the Realm of Indiana”—Simmons’s signature was on the top, and that of D. C. Stephenson on the bottom. The new state entity, with Steve now leading the fastest-growing chapter in the North, was formally authorized to go forth and spread “the principles of pure Patriotism, Honor, Klanishness and White Supremacy.”

		

		—

		At home, Stephenson had no use for his wife of two years. Marriage was a straitjacket. He told the boys at the Vendome he was unfit for monogamy. Wasn’t it true of all great men? Violet had tried to make the union work, though her husband was constantly cheating on her and made no secret of it. He said he could get any woman he wanted with the snap of his fingers. Typically, he came home around two a.m., drunk. Or he didn’t come home at all. She had no life of her own in Evansville, no family. And what life she had was subject to a side of her husband very few people ever saw. He saved his worst for her. Violet and Steve would split up after a fight. She’d go back to her mother’s house in Akron, Ohio, and try to rebuild her world. Then Steve would write a long, loving letter or send an unusually large bouquet of flowers, and she’d return to him, against her better instincts. He was persuasive.

		Now, upstairs in his residence at the Vendome, Steve was in a foul mood, and cursed her. The room was hot and stifling, and it shrunk whenever the two of them were together inside. He hit Violet in the face with his fist and she crashed to the ground and nearly passed out. Her fall seemed to encourage his rage. He seized her, tore off her dress, clawed at her body and her cheeks with his fingernails. He kicked her in the rib cage. He grabbed her by the head and pulled out a tuft of her hair. He called her a bitch and a whore and he slapped her and scratched her face until blood flowed onto the floor of the suite at the Vendome. Crawling on the ground, trying to protect herself, Violet was terrified. She knew then that the man she had married could kill her.

	





OEBPS/images/9780735225275_cover.jpg
FROM THE NATIONA[ BﬂﬂK AWARB WINNING AND i
: BESTSELLING AUTHGR

TIMOTHY EGAN

THE KU KLUX KLAN’S PLOT TO
TAKE OVER AMERICA, AND THE WOMAN
WHO STOPPED THEM







OEBPS/images/9780735225275_title_page.jpg
A TEVER
[N THE
HEARTLAND

The Ku Klux Klan’s Plot to Take Over
America, and the Woman Who Stopped Them

Timo‘[hy Egan

VIKING






