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I

t made film history and played at theaters across the nation
for years. It was the “photo-play” known as Birth of a Nation,
a pioneering film released in 1915 that provided national
credence to the fabricated “lost cause” concept of the Civil War,
a faux history fantasy in which noble Confederates fought for
independence and were victimized after the conflict by thieving
Yankee “carpetbaggers” who callously moved in to plunder
them, making it a mainstream view. According to that narrative,
carpetbaggers manipulated gullible freed slaves eager to
revenge themselves on their former masters to assist them in
creating a reign of terror—and then came the Ku Klux Klan.
Although understandably impressed by producer/director D.
W. Griffith’s massive battle scenes, never seen before in an art
form previously limited to minimal action with few actors on
small, even cramped, sets, most newspaper reviews of his epic
stressed Griffith’s depiction of the rise of the Klan, which he
presented as an organization that saved Southern womanhood
and preserved social order, portraying that as the most
significant segment of the film.
New Jersey papers were no exception. Across the state, the
coverage was laudatory. The Trenton Times noted that “The Ku
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Klux Klan, which forms such an interesting part of D. W.
Griffith’s great production ‘The Birth of a Nation,’ was
organized as a secret and social band in the State of
Tennessee in May, 1866 . . . in subsequent years when
the Klan went forth to put down the desperadoes who
swarmed down from the North to grab everything in
sight in the South, the riders adopted the emblem of the
fiery cross which the Scotch Highlanders had long
used as a call to battle.” In 1916 the New Brunswick
Home News chimed in with: “The great deeds of the
Civil War and the horrors of Reconstruction are made
to live again and the nation reborn is apotheosized.” In
1918, the Bridgewater Courier News concluded that:”
From the first scene to the last the film maintains the
keenest interest, but it reaches its strongest point in the
second part, when the hordes of the Ku Klux Klan are
gathering for the rescue of harried whites.”1
One of many inspired by the film, especially its
portrayal of the Ku Klux Klan, was thirty-five-year-old
William Joseph Simmons. Simmons, described by one
historian as “a man chronically on the make,” who
could probably be best classified as a middle class
ne’er do well, had had a varied career. The Alabamaborn Simmons was a medical school dropout who had
served as a private in the First Alabama Infantry in the
Spanish American War for several months’ duty in
Florida and was a failed employee of the Methodist
Church. In his most successful effort, as a salesman of
memberships in fraternal societies (he was allegedly a member
of fifteen), Simmons portrayed himself as a doctor and a
minister and promoted himself to “colonel” allegedly based on
his rank in the “Woodmen of the World” organization.2
In 1915, while convalescing from an auto accident in
Atlanta, Simmons apparently saw Birth of a Nation, and,
realizing there was money to be made, decided to revive the Ku
Klux Klan, made newly famous by the film. Although he offered
a dubious alternate explanation, explaining that he had “visions”
of resurrecting the Klan since childhood, the date of the
resurrection suggests that Birth of a Nation was the catalyst.
Simmons claimed that he consulted an instruction manual
from the original Klan to organize his updated version of the
order, and with some of his friends and a few elderly men who
were allegedly veterans of its first iteration, reignited the
organization literally by burning a cross atop Stone Mountain,
Georgia, on Thanksgiving night, 1915.3
Given to the aggrandizing harangues that would become a
revived Klan trademark, Simmons maintained that he had
heroically raised the cross in “a temperature far below freezing”
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although in fact it was around forty-five degrees Fahrenheit that
evening. Interestingly, the burning cross was a dramatic image
borrowed from the film, which in its turn, lifted it from the The
Clansman by Thomas Dixon Jr., the novel Birth of a Nation was
based on. Dixon identified the cross with Scottish Clan
members who, according to him, brought the practice to the
American South.
Fraternal orders of all types appealed to late nineteenth
century American middle and working-class men. The groups
helped members’ families in need in the absence of a
government safety net and affordable life insurance. They also
provided men with participatory entertainment, a sense of
community in an urbanizing society and of belonging to
something bigger than themselves that they believed beneficial
not only to local interests, but to the country at large. Added to
that was the benefit of networking for jobs and other economic
advantages. Ceremonial claptrap, strange titles, secret
passwords and bizarre attire added to the aura of intrigue and
exclusivity, connoting a sense of importance to groups of
otherwise ordinary men. One survey of Ku Klux Klan members
in a Michigan county in the mid-1920s revealed that 73% of

The Rise and Fall of the Ku Klux Klan in New Jersey | Joseph G. Bilby & Harry Ziegler
www.GardenStateLegacy.com Issue 44 September 2019

Edward Young Clarke (above) and
Mary Elizabeth “Bessie” Tyler of the
Southern Publicity Association.
wikipedia

them also belonged to other fraternal organizations. As an
experienced fraternal order huckster, Simmons was aware of
this appeal and, tellingly, advertised his new Klan as a “Classy
Order of the Highest Class.”4
With characteristic grandiosity, Simmons dubbed himself
the “Imperial Wizard of the Invisible Empire of the Knights of the
Ku Klux Klan.” His organization did indeed remain invisible
outside the immediate Atlanta region for several years,
garnering only a few hundred members at best, although a
membership list was never disclosed. Looking to boost
adherents, Klansmen claimed they were in patriotic pursuit of
World War I draft dodgers, but the only public appearance of the
new Klan was at a veterans’ parade in 1919. At one point,
ironically, since the Klan later became a major defender of
Prohibition, Simmons allegedly proposed a private “bottle club,”
exempt from the provisions of the Volstead Act as a recruiting
enticement.5
A turnaround occurred when Simmons hired marketing
professionals Edward Young Clarke and Elizabeth Tyler of the
Southern Publicity Association (providers of public relations to
the Anti-Saloon League, among other organizations), who
promised they could turn his mediocre local fraternity into a
national organization. The duo wrote speeches for Simmons,
polishing his presentation and expanding his rhetoric beyond
complaints of black peoples’ racial “heredity handicap.” Under
their guidance, Simmons expanded his target list to
immigrants, Jews, Catholics, labor agitators, “Bolshevism” and
political radicals of any stripe, along with the cultural aspects of
the “Jazz Age,” all of which were, to many, perceived threats to
America. Clarke and Tyler launched a public relations blitz of
press releases and advertisements and arranged newspaper
interviews with Simmons. The Imperial Wizard agreed to pay
the couple a sizable portion of the financial returns from an
expanded Klan. Clarke later recalled that the necessity of
demonizing Catholics and Jews would cost him friends, so he
wanted to assure a good payoff in return.6 .
Such complaints against “outsiders” were nothing new.
Clarke, Tyler, and Simmons were exploiting a long-standing trait
of frightened people—resorting to prejudice. This tendency was
exacerbated by the still-prevalent rationalizations for racebased slavery and periodic anti-immigrant outbursts in
American society. Racial anxiety had peaked once more in the
South in the wake of World War I, as black men returned from
Europe, where many had fought, albeit under French command,
against the Germans in 1918. These veterans were ready to
claim their full rights as citizens and their protests led to a
record number of lynchings, some even of soldiers still in
uniform, across the South. The horrible Tulsa, Oklahoma race
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riot of 1921, in which the wealthiest African-American
neighborhood in the country was ravaged by a white mob, with
300 people killed, was perhaps the ultimate result of this
paranoia. Klansmen were allegedly involved in the outrage, as
members of law enforcement and National Guard units
charged with keeping the peace.7
As a bonus, the Clarke/Tyler message was delivered to a
public used to the government-sponsored hyper-patriotic
fervor and xenophobia of World War I and its aftermath, as fear
of immigrant radicals grew following the Bolshevik revolution. A
bomb exploded on Wall Street in front of the J. P. Morgan bank
in September 1920, killing thirty people and injuring over a
hundred more. Although the case was never solved, the
perpetrators are thought to have been Italian Anarchists. In the
wake of the incident Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer
rounded up Communists, Anarchists and those suspected of
any sort of radical tendency, deporting many under dubious
legal premises, in 1919 and 1920. The new Ku Klux Klan,
composed of white Protestants, offered itself as the only
solution for the dangers to America.
The expanding Klan suffered a public relations setback in a
1921 New York World exposé of the order’s vigilante violence,
dubious monetary practices, and tax avoidance. The paper
added a little spice to the story by reporting that Clarke and
Tyler had been arrested partially clothed in a “disorderly house.”
The result was a Congressional hearing where “Colonel”
Simmons, in his role as ersatz archetypal Southern gentleman,
denied the charges. Simmons insisted that his organization did
not advocate violence, and that its fiscal policies were the same
as any other fraternal organization. In the end no serious
investigations were launched, as congressmen wanted to stay
out of an alleged patriotic organization’s business.8
The New York City pro-immigrant left wing weekly
newspaper Issues of Today, dedicated to “Social Decency and
Civic Justice,” praised the World’s investigation, calling it “one
of the finest achievements in American journalism,” and
recommending it as “the sort of thing our papers can and
should do.” Unfortunately, the ultimate result was not, as many
supposed, the downfall of the Klan.9
Despite being temporarily embarrassed, Clarke and Tyler
turned the publicity arising from the incident into a recruiting
opportunity, as more people became aware of the new Klan.
The World series ironically created nationwide interest in the
organization, and newspapers and magazines across the
country increased their own Klan coverage as a result. Even
though most of the publicity was negative, it succeeded in
drawing recruits to the order. What was profitable to the media
proved profitable to the Klan as well.10
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Clarke and Tyler capitalized on the new notoriety by
reaching out to numerous fraternal societies and
Protestant Churches, offering free membership to
ministers. Recruiters, known as “Kleagles,” spread
out across the country and were advised to
uncover what fears made a given community
anxious, whether dread of African-American
equality, Jewish and Catholic subversion,
speakeasies
and
bootleggers,
sexual
licentiousness, local political corruption or other
real and/or imagined social ills. All were present in
a time of tumultuous cultural change and became
convenient excuses to rouse the population. The
diversity of the Klan’s enemies list could cover
almost anything a self-appointed “100%
American” was concerned about in the 1920s. The
Klan also offered its members to serve as
reformist enforcers, like the World War I Bureau of
Investigation vigilantes who spied and reported on
“slackers”
avoiding
the
draft,
German
sympathizers, anti-war civilians, and taverns
serving soldiers. In 1921 the Klan, now boasting
over 100,000 members nationwide, began to
establish state “Realms” which oversaw local
“Klaverns.”11
The recruiting and expansion proved very
profitable to the Klan leadership. Probably the
most important aspect of Clarke and Tyler’s
operation was the creation of a pyramid-type
recruiting scheme in which Kleagles offered
memberships for a $10 “Klectoken,” or initiation
coin, from which the Kleagle would get $4, the
state “King Kleagle” in charge of Realm Recruiting
got $1, the Grand Goblin of the Realm got fifty
cents, Clarke and Tyler $2.50 and Simmons $2. There were
other channels of profit as well. The Klan was formally
incorporated and engaged in a contract for “official” garb with
an Atlanta garment manufacturer, and another with a
publishing company, allegedly run by Clarke, to print the
organization’s manuals and publications. Clarke also founded a
real estate company that managed, for a fee, the Klan’s growing
property holdings. The couple reportedly earned $850,000
(approximately twelve million dollars in today’s money) in the
initial fifteen months of their campaign.12
By the summer of 1920, rumors of an expanding Klan had
reached New Jersey from neighboring Pennsylvania. In August,
a Trenton Times report noted that “a masked band of night
riders, wearing white helmets and astride white caparisoned
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horses” galloped through McConnellsville in August. Mounted
policemen attempted to follow them but lost the trail. The paper
went on to note that: “Citizens who saw the horsemen
prophesied another Ku Klux Klan movement, while others
declared that the costumes worn by the riders were the same
as the Mormons wore in their early colonization days in the
west.” There is little doubt, however, that the riders, whether
they were Klansmen or pranksters, modeled their garb on the
Klan as portrayed in Birth of a Nation.13
In March 1920, New Jersey Governor Edward I. Edwards, a
dedicated foe of Prohibition who had promised to keep the state
“as wet as the Atlantic Ocean,” had, apparently referring to the
post-Civil War organization, compared the Anti Saloon League
to a “latter day Ku Klux Klan.” By the end of the year a New
Jersey newspaper was commenting rather ominously on a Klan
march with 200 participants in South Jacksonville, Florida. The
marchers, according to the story, were “completely disguised in
white caps, masks and gowns and headed by a herald bearing
a flaming cross. No explanation of the display was given.”14
In the summer of 1921, Clarke, now the Klan’s “Imperial
Kleagle,” sent his recruiters into New Jersey, where the
organization was initially viewed as a curiosity. The Trenton
Times printed a Clarke/Tyler press release as a news story,
identifying “Colonel Joseph Simmons, now professor of
Southern history in Lanter [sic] University, Atlanta, Georgia” as
the leader of the Klan. The article went on to provide the Klan’s
definition of its purpose as “to inculcate the sacred principals
[sic] and noble ideas of chivalry, the development of character,
the protection of the home and the chastity of womanhood, the
exemplification of a pure and practical patriotism towards our
glorious country, the preservation of American ideals and
institutions and the maintenance of white supremacy.”15
The Trenton Times article also informed the public that the
new Klan was organizing secretly in the state’s cities, “has been
especially successful in Newark and Elizabeth” and had plans of
opening a Trenton headquarters “soon.” That intent evoked a
rapid response from African-American war veterans of the
American Legion’s Mitchell Davis Post. In a letter to Mayor
Frederick W. Donnelly, the members of the post declared that
they would oppose any attempts to establish a Klan chapter in
Trenton, as it would be “regrettable” since “there is at present no
feeling between races such as the Ku Klux Klan might incite.”
Trenton Commissioner of Public Safety George P. Labarre was
more forthright. He told a journalist that “If the [Klan] members
do commit any acts tending to race war or such disturbances
they may as well know that they will be sent to jail or shot down
in cold blood, if necessary.” In a calmer vein, Hudson County
African-American Republican politician George Cannon saw
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little need to be alarmed. Cannon thought the Klan a primarily
Southern organization and believed it
“would not be likely to gain much strength
in New Jersey.” Dean William Pickens,
field secretary of the NAACP, disagreed,
and argued a necessity for “undivided
cooperation with the Catholic Church and
all other agencies through which the
terrible and un-American attempts of the
Ku Klux Klan may and can be completely
frustrated.”16
In Plainfield, the Shiloh Baptist
Church held a sunrise prayer meeting in
September 1921. The church’s AfricanAmerican parishioners were “deeply
concerned about the Ku Klux Klan
movement . . . and they believe that the
time has arrived when they should take
prompt and effectual means to defeat the
purpose of the [KKK] propaganda.” There
was no Klan activity in Plainfield at the
time, and city officials assured citizens
that “such an organization would not
receive any encouragement in Plainfield,
believing it to be a dangerous movement
and one that does not tend for the
betterment of the community.”17
Why the Klan, with its broadened
mission of opposition to Catholics, Jews,
and immigrants, thought its best
recruiting opportunities were in the cities
of a state in which, according to the 1920
census, twenty percent of the population
was foreign-born, and, in the beginnings
of the “Great Migration,” was five percent
African-American, was puzzling, as most of those people lived
in the cities. Perhaps Clarke thought the remaining “real
Americans” in New Jersey’s urban areas would be properly
horrified by the influx of “others” and be easy pickings.18
Demographics would become more unfavorable to the New
Jersey Ku Klux Klan as the years went by. One survey of the
population published in 1942 reported that “the state ranks fifth
in the country in its percentage of foreign born. The 1930
census showed that New Jersey’s population was divided as
follows: 57% were either foreign born or had one or both parents
born abroad; 5% were Negroes; and 38% were native whites of
native parentage. These native whites were chiefly of English,
Scotch, Dutch or Irish origin. The foreign nations from which the
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largest numbers of immigrants have come to New Jersey in the
last fifty years are Italy, Germany and Poland.” The survey
added that “there is a larger proportion of Jewish people in New
Jersey than in any other state, except New York.” It should be
noted, of course, that most of the native-born people of Irish
heritage were Catholics.19
Whatever Clarke’s reasoning, his recruiters came to
Paterson, Newark, and Elizabeth. Kleagles Orville Cheatham
and Russell F. Trimble established a headquarters at 837 Broad
Street in Newark (the building currently houses a nail salon) and
Cheatham showed journalists maps and charts that he alleged
represented active Klan chapters all over the state. He extended
an invitation to join the Klan to Newark Mayor Alexander
Archibald, who brusquely rejected it. Archibald told the press
that “Newark is a pretty well governed city and can take care of
itself without the assistance of the Ku Klux Klan.” His Public
Safety Director William F. Brennan added that if the Klan was
composed of “100% Americans,” why did they “go around
wearing masks.” The Newark chapter initiated its first recruits
on September 20, 1921 and in late 1922 Cheatham formally
established George Washington Klavern No. 3 in the city,
eventually claiming 2,000 members. The actual number is
unknown, as there are no surviving records and the Klan was, to
be kind, given to exaggeration.20
Arguments opposing the Klan expansion into the state
varied. An Asbury Park Press editorial from September 1921
reinforced the Birth of a Nation myth that the organization was
indeed necessary during Reconstruction because: “The slave
had been freed and carpet-baggers had swarmed through the
land utilizing the Negro ballot thru playing on the ignorance of
the freed slaves.” The paper went on to conclude, however, that
those “peculiar conditions” did not justify a revival of the Klan by
“race antagonizers” and “could not be cited as a justification for
the organization of the Ku Klux Klan.” The Press concluded that
“the present Ku Klux Klan “has no place in a democracy.”21
On August 30, a decidedly hostile Newark Evening News
editorial opined that the Klan “was not welcome here,” and
declared that the organization was a “negation of democracy,
an autocratic group of self-appointed reformers who try to take
the kingdom of heaven by violence, a futile effort that was
exploded some 2,000 years ago.” The News went on to claim
that “masks are to conceal. They are badges of cowardice, of
lawlessness, of motives not shared by the majority of
citizens.”22
On September 14, the Asbury Park Press published a major
article about attempts to establish Ku Klux Klan chapters at the
New Jersey shore, particularly Asbury Park. The paper cited the
standard initial approaches by secret recruiters to Protestant
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ministers, who received literature portraying the Klan as a
virtuous and patriotic fraternal order. The article revealed that
“the gist of the information contained in one pamphlet is to the
effect that the Klan is supposed to be a certifiable incarnation of
patriotism and lofty purpose.” The pamphlet was accompanied
by a form with twenty questions for a potential candidate,
including whether his parents were born in the United States,
and whether he was “a gentile or a Jew,” or “white or colored.”23
An additional piece of literature in the packet used a quote
from Southern-born former Princeton University president, New
Jersey governor and president of the United States Woodrow
Wilson’s book, A History of the American People, in which
Wilson declared that “Adventurers swarmed out of the north as
much the enemies of one race as the other to cozen, beguile
and use the Negroes . . . 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 land.” Wilson, at a private showing of
Birth of a Nation in the White House, had allegedly declared it
“true history.”24
The article concluded that what course the recruiting effort
would take was speculative, but that it had “gotten the whole
shore section talking about the merits and disadvantages of
membership in the Klan.” Although not disputing the lost cause
myth about the original Klansmen as saviors who “returned
home rule” to the South, the story also noted that in other states
hooded Klansmen from the revived order had taken the law into
their own hands to settle private grudges. Despite the paper’s
reservations, the Jersey shore counties of Ocean and
Monmouth would become Klan strongholds within a few
years.25
By the end of 1921, the Ku Klux Klan had established itself in
New Jersey as a bizarre hyper-secret club with sealed
membership lists, and the people of the state would, in
succeeding years, be alternately enraged and entertained by the
group’s antics, but not because early opposition waned; antiKlan fervor increased throughout the 1920s.
Who in New Jersey would have been interested in joining the
1920s iteration of the Ku Klux Klan? And why? The answer is
complicated, as with most historical questions. Founded in
1915, the new Klan intersected a period in history in which
many different trends in popular culture and politics were
merging, bringing results both beneficial and damaging. It was
indeed a “Lost Generation” era in more ways than are usually
imagined, and many people seeking assurance would find
themselves in unfortunate associations.
The pioneering, and coincidentally proselytizing, film Birth of
a Nation had characterized Klansmen as heroes and solidified
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and expanded the post-Reconstruction “Lost Cause” theme
beyond its Southern birthplace. The ideas that the Civil War was
caused by a debatable constitutional issue and that
Reconstruction involved Northern scoundrels who manipulated
dimwitted former slaves into persecuting Southern whites was
at the core of the lost causers’ view of history. This self-serving
mythology was pervasive enough to be accepted by academic
historians of the era, including Southern-born President
Woodrow Wilson. Some continue to accept this false and
hollow interpretation today.
Racism, a heritage created out of the necessity to justify
race-based slavery by casting enslaved people as inherently
inferior, was endemic to the white American mindset of the
time, handed down like family china without question, although
it did vary dramatically in intensity and practice between the
deep South and northern states like New Jersey. Northern
racist views could be subtle or oblique. For example, the Federal
Writers Project 1939 WPA guidebook to the state referred to the
residents of the mixed-race community of Gouldtown as “hard
working, highly respected people,” but also noted that they
“refuse to accept a Negro status, but cannot be classified as
whites.” Unfortunately, the general acceptance of eugenics by
many in the academic and intellectual communities of the day
added another layer of discrimination and led to the fear of
racial and ethnic “mongrelization” in many minds.26
Such insidious beliefs found fertile soil in the early twentieth
century, a time that “other-directedness,” the phenomenon
Harvard sociologist David Riesman identified in The Lonely
Crowd, was on the ascent. Due to alienation caused by the war,
industrialization, shifting social roles, and economic statuses,
people were desperate to fit in, reinforce their own values and to
find validation in groups that reflected a mythic better day in the
past. New Jersey was as impacted as anywhere in America.
Patriotic and fraternal organizations—the Klan portrayed
itself in that group—were very popular in the late 19th and early
20th centuries. They provided bonds of brotherhood and a sense
of self-importance to members who may have needed
stimulation to otherwise mundane lives. They provided
entertainment and fellowship, as well as affordable, if minimal,
life insurance and occasional aid to families of members in
need. In the late 19th century, although vaudeville theatres and
“opera houses” were being built across the nation, public
amusement in many rural areas was still limited to traveling
carnivals, and there was no government “safety net”
whatsoever for working and middle-class folks in the era, so
these organizations filled a void to some degree and paved the
way for the rise of the Klan in the different society that evolved
after World War I. They were also racially and religiously
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restricted; for example, the Improved Order of Red Men would
only admit white men. African-Americans formed their own
societies in response. So, the racial and religious exclusionary
limitations of Klan membership were not viewed as anything
unusual in America.
Nineteenth century America was also subjected to a
recurring fear of immigrants, particularly Catholics. The
ethnicity of arrested persons was published in newspapers and
immigrants, particularly poor Irish ones, were thus associated
with crime. Catholics were also feared, in what was an
essentially Protestant nation, of being agents of the Pope
determined to make the United States a theocracy. Only
Protestants could legally hold public office in New Jersey until
1844.
Such prejudices led to anti-immigrant riots in various areas,
including New Jersey. In the 1850s, a gang known as the “Short
Boys” attacked a German immigrant picnic in Hoboken with
guns and clubs, and a Catholic church in Newark was burned
down shortly afterwards. The creation and growth of the
American or “Know Nothing” Party in the pre-Civil War years
reflected this unease, and New Jersey elected former Whig and
American Party member William A. Newell governor in 1856.
The Junior Order of United American Mechanics [J.O.U.A.M.],
founded in 1853, was a large anti- Catholic and anti-immigrant
fraternal organization providing insurance and even an
orphanage for members’ families. The order’s stances on
immigrants and Catholics mirrored those of the 1920s iteration
of the Klan, and since multiple memberships in fraternal
organizations were not unusual, many J.O.U.A.M. members also
became Klansmen.
Anti-immigrant fever waxed and waned, typically in
correlation with economic conditions and immigration trends.
In the forty years prior to the Klan’s appearance in New Jersey,
immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe dramatically
increased. Many newcomers, primarily Catholics and Jews, did
not speak English, while some were radical socialists and
anarchists, which raised the anxiety level among native-born,
white Protestants.
As if ordinary fear of immigrants was not enough, in the
1920s Henry Ford, a highly-regarded industrialist whose
success did not negate his lack of awareness of history or his
nativist beliefs, printed a half million copies of a translation of
the tsarist secret police anti-Semitic forged document, “The
Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” purportedly the guidebook of an
international Jewish conspiracy to conquer the world by
gaining control of the media and business, as well as subverting
the morals of gentiles. Ford also published a series of antiSemitic articles in his newspaper, The Dearborn Independent. In
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1927, Ford was forced by ensuing economic and legal
challenges to disavow his
assertions, but there is no
evidence he was personally
contrite.
Latent public fear was
exacerbated by World War I and
its aftermath. George Creel,
President Wilson’s appointee as
head of the United States
Committee on Public Information,
launched a massive propaganda
offensive to convince Americans,
many of whom questioned their
country’s participation in the
conflict, that the enemy was the
embodiment of evil. Creel’s
organization, with little regard for
the truth, created a feeling of
paranoia and “us versus them”
not only directed at enemies
abroad, but also at perceived ones
at home. Immigrants from
Germany and Austria-Hungary
were
particularly
suspect.
Opponents, real or imagined, were
at times treated harshly, often
without regard to due process.
The Bureau of Investigation, forerunner of the FBI, used
vigilante volunteers to track down draft dodging “slackers” and
anyone who questioned American involvement in the war.
Postwar events, including the Wall Street bombing and the “Red
Scare,” during which Attorney General Palmer arrested and
deported accused radicals, most of them recent immigrants,
created a mindset where vigilantism and spying on internal
“enemies,” along with a disregard for the details of law, merged
with anti-immigrant hysteria.
The feared postwar breakdown of old fashioned morality,
coupled with other aspects of the “Roaring Twenties” like
bootleggers, speakeasies and jazz, with its roots in AfricanAmerican music, added to the xenophobia created by Creel and
Palmer and created a deep sense of cultural apprehension
among traditionalists in a changing society. The rise of the Klan
in New Jersey and elsewhere could be perceived as a rejection
of change and modernism. Thus, the Klan could represent
nostalgia for the “good old days” when minorities and women
knew their places in society and the King James Version Bible
translation was the basis of all true religion. In July 1927, Dr.
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William Hiram Foulkes, a Newark Presbyterian minister who
was not known to be a Klansman, encapsulated this
apprehension when he condemned “trial marriage, unchaste
courtship and easy divorces” as well as jazz, which he decried
in a thinly veiled racist rant as “jungle music, fetid with jungle
odors, sensuous with jungle motions and inflamed with jungle
passions.”27
Jazz gave Klansmen an opportunity to hit at another of their
perceived enemies, the New York City songwriters who
produced “Jew monopolized jazz” as part of a concerted effort
to lower moral standards through inflamed “animal passions.”
Broadway musical theater, also, according to Klan publications,
produced “songs that rock with sex” and “filthy suggestion”
vulgarities that undermined pure Protestant womanhood.
However, the Klan did have a taste for music as their gatherings
regularly featured Klan Bands. The bands played not only
religious music, as the organization endorsed some dancing
and many popular songs, including the foxtrot “Ain’t We Got
Fun” and the nonsense song “Yes, We Have No Bananas,” even
using the latter tune’s melody as a cover with Klan lyrics. They
also composed their own songs, including one by New Jersey
Klansman Kenneth Paterson, who wrote “KKK—If Your Heart’s
True It Calls to You.”28
New Jersey Klan members no doubt had many reasons for
joining the organization; entertainment was certainly one.
Surely some members viewed the Klan as an entrepreneurial
business vehicle, including the owners of the Monmouth
Pleasure Club and the Owanamassee Country Club. People like
Arthur Bell likely saw an opportunity to make money as well as
the chance to feed their megalomania through grandiose
behavior in attempts to gain national recognition. Bit players
included minor league shysters like the Rawson brothers of
Bergen County who used the opportunity to participate in
theatrics to promote their own local importance, politicians like
Basil Bruno who saw votes to mine, and community pastors
who may have believed the Klan was a vehicle to return the
wayward from speakeasies to pews. Others were struck by fear
of social change wrought by immigrants or local economic
concerns, while still others surrendered to peer pressure.
Some early Klan success was probably inspired by patriotic
zeal. In addition, Klan religious beliefs were not all that different
from those of the average middle class small town American.
Thus, patriotism and religion enabled some to overlook Klan
over the top rhetoric, especially in a state like New Jersey, where
the Klan repeatedly protested that it was a civic organization,
albeit one dressed in unusual attire, determined to “clean up”
aspects of a wayward society. The average New Jersey initiate
was probably attracted to what appeared to be an entertaining
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secret patriotic society with a selective membership replete
with arcane rituals and hocus pocus, along with ostentatious
costuming. Such trappings would make him feel significant,
and hopefully provide an opportunity to network for economic
improvement. He was not, despite modern views clouded by
memories of the Klan of the 1950s and 1960s Civil Rights era,
looking to join a violent lynch mob. His casual bigotry was not
only accepted by most mainstream white Americans of his day
but was endemic throughout American social culture.
For the most part the New Jersey Klan recruit was not prone
to violence, as was certainly the case in other states, limiting
himself to melodramatic and intimidating acts of cross burning.
In fact, there was far more violence committed against the New
Jersey Klan than by it. In the 1990s, historian Randall Gabrielan
interviewed an elderly New Jersey woman who was the “widow
of a suspected Klansman.” Without disclosing any family
connection, she opined that “she did not understand why the
Klan was looked upon so harshly now as they did not seem so
bad at the time.” Gabrielan’s response was “It depended on who
you asked.” One historian of the New Jersey Catholic
community noted that while there was “little outright violence”
from the Klan, “ugly rhetoric, threats and fear-mongering
stained community life in religiously and racially mixed places”
around the state.” Despite the incompetence of the New Jersey
Klan along with claims of piety and patriotism, New Jersey
Klansmen do not merit exoneration, however. In the final
analysis, they allied themselves with a national organization
that was based on hate, fueled by fear and practiced
intimidation, and numerous other New Jerseyans of the era
were vocal in their opposition.29
How many members were there in the New Jersey Ku Klux
Klan? Kenneth T. Jackson in his 1967 book The Ku Klux Klan in
the City, 1915 to 1930, projected 60,000 at its peak, a number
that has been accepted by most historians. Jackson admits,
however, that his numbers are “personal estimations” based on
newspaper reports and Klan sources of questionable reliability.
Of course, the Klan, on both national and state levels, regularly
exaggerated and lied on many issues, notably membership
numbers. Jackson also notes that his totals, in addition to being
guesses, cover “all male and female persons initiated into the
Klan between 1915 and 1944.”
The actual number of New Jersey Klan members at any
given time is unknowable, due to a lack of surviving records,
but it was certainly far less than Jackson posited.
Contemporary accounts reveal that the numbers of
Klansmen claimed as attending a particular New Jersey rally
or parade was invariably exaggerated, even with a
considerable infusion of out of state attendance.30

The Rise and Fall of the Ku Klux Klan in New Jersey | Joseph G. Bilby & Harry Ziegler
www.GardenStateLegacy.com Issue 44 September 2019

Arthur Bell, 1918
wikipedia

Linda Gordon remarked, in The Second Coming of the KKK,
that “a study of the Indiana Klan showed that few, other than
leaders, stayed for long. In one town, out of 1,067 listed as
Klavern members, 61.5% had been suspended at least once for
non-payment of dues.” If this was the case in the state
featuring the most powerful and one of the most aggressive
Klan realms, then it follows that New Jersey’s rates were
comparable, or perhaps greater. For many, the novelty probably
wore off rather quickly.31
Why did the Klan collapse in New Jersey? As noted, the
state, with its large immigrant population, many of whom were
Catholics and Jews, was not a hospitable venue. The
opportunistic local politicians who joined or affiliated
themselves with the Klan only did so in the limited areas of Klan
strength, and quickly abandoned the organization after its fall.
Unlike in other states, New Jersey officeholders of both parties
at the state and national levels not only distanced themselves
from the Klan, but in many cases publicly condemned it.
Violent opposition in Bound Brook, Perth Amboy, and
elsewhere no doubt gave many people second thoughts as
well. While the national and state organizations became mired
in scandals, their ensuing public relations disasters, including
the cases of D. C. Stephenson, George Lawson, and Roscoe
Ziegler, and the climactic legal battle for the Monmouth
Pleasure Club property, compounded problems for the New
Jersey organization. In addition, the violence perpetrated by
Klansmen in other states may have given former supporters
second thoughts. Despite the anti-crime and corruption
bloviating, it was also clear that the Klan had not “cleaned up”
anything. And then came the Great Depression, which changed
the focus of the nation.
In the following years, many, if not most, New Jerseyans
wanted to erase the story of the Ku Klux Klan in the state from
historical memory. For example, the WPA Guidebook mentions
the organization but once, comparing it, without being state
specific, to the “dour and bitter” anti-immigrant groups of the
19th century in a brief sentence.32
The final straw was broken when Arthur Bell, a veritable New
Jersey Zelig, who, like the fictional Woody Allen character,
showed-up everywhere, popped up again in 1940 when he tried
to merge the ragged remnants of his organization with the
German American Bund. Fears about a revival in the postwar
era resulted in a formal legal end to the Klan in the state when
Attorney General Van Riper had its New Jersey incorporation
papers revoked. The Ku Klux Klan and New Jersey were never,
nor could they ever be, to paraphrase a former state tourism
motto, “perfect together.”
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