mining the town’s only public monument. In this little

coal town, that monument was, appropriately enough, a
huge chunk of bituminous coal—6,600 pounds worth dug
out of the extensive mine tunnels that honeycombed the
earth beneath the town’s straight, sidewalked streets. For
over six years the giant monument had stood proudly on
Red Lodge’s main street, a symbol not only of the town’s
thriving coal industry but also of the power wielded by its
mostly immigrant workers and their prosperous and decid-
edly foreign communities.'

In the bitterly cold winter of 1919, though, when the
United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) went on strike,
Red Lodge merchants started hacking off nuggets from
that monument to heat their homes and businesses.” Bit
by bit, as the strike went on, the hunk of coal disappeared.
Like that block of coal—quickly chopped up and carted
away—mining itself would soon vanish from Red Lodge,
in large part due to the wartime labor tensions that forced
residents to negotiate their immigrant identities in new,
often defensive ways and finally snapped the town’s com-
fortable relationship between coal workers and coal opera-
tors. When the Red Lodge mines shut down in the 1920s
and 1930s, no official public monument remained to com-
memorate the coal industry and the cohesive and often
insular ethnic communities that shaped the town’s early
public identity.

Created in 1887 by executives seeking a source of coal
for the hungry engines of the Northern Pacific Railroad,
Red Lodge entered the twentieth century as a town defined
by coal mining and coal miners—*“coal slack” and “foreign-
ers” as one early entrepreneur put it. Coal, quite simply,
dominated the town’s early years. In 1900, 65 percent of
the adult males in this town of 2,152 people worked in
the mines. In September 1905 alone, the Northwestern
Improvement Company (NWIC), a subsidiary of the North-
ern Pacific, pumped $50,000 in wages into the town as its
600 employees put out about two thousand tons of coal a
day from its two Red Lodge operations, the East Side and
West Side mines. United almost from the beginning under
various labor unions, these miners forged a strong work-
ers’ community in Red Lodge, marked physically by the
impressive three-story Labor Temple standing watch over
the north entrance to town.”

lN 1919 RED LODGE BUSINESSMEN set to work

Created southwest of Billings, Montana, in 1887 to produce coal

for the Northern Pacific Railroad, Red Lodge entered the twentieth
century as a town defined by coal mining and coal miners. Indeed,
the two massive chunks of coal taken from the Northwestern
Improvement Company’s Sunset Mine that were paraded through
town on July 4, 1913, on the float pictured at right embodied

Red Lodge’s raison d’étre. Awarded first prize for best exhibit, the
impressive coal monument stood for six years on Red Lodge’s main
street as a silent testament to the “magnitude of the city’s chief
industry” (Red Lodge Picket-Journal, December 17, 1919).
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Many of these union workers were foreigners. Wander-
ing along the streets of Red Lodge in the early 1900s, one
could not help but notice the diversity of the town’s immi-
grant population. Slovenians, Finns, Italians, Russians,
Austrians, Germans, Norwegians, Croats, and Greeks
all intermingled under the towering stacks of the Nwic
mining works. By 1910 almost three-quarters of the town’s
residents were immigrants or the children of immigrants—

many of whom spoke little, if any, English.* The discor-
dant hum of conversations in various languages, shop signs
in Finnish and Italian, and the powerful smell of garlic
coming from some residences (and residents) gave the town
a decidedly international flavor. These foreign workers cre-
ated their own distinctive neighborhoods—Finn Town and
Little Italy—even as they integrated themselves into the
unionized workforce at the town’s two mines.

‘NOTHING UP HERE BUT FOREIGNERS AND COAL SLACK’
WORLD WAR | AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF RED LODGE

Carbon County’s Peaks to Plains Museum, Red Lodge, Montana

by Bonnie Christens .
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own distinctive neighborhoods and often spoke little English. When the United States went to war in 1917, many of them
came under attack for not being “100% Americans.” Above, Red Lodge residents demonstrate their patriotism,
turning out in May 1917 to bid farewell to the first group of local volunteers to leave for the war.

n April 1917 America was suddenly a nation

at war. To rally public opinion in favor of a foreign

conflict that seemed only peripherally important to
American interests, the government waged a virulent pro-
paganda campaign that defined the war in black-and-
white terms: good versus evil, democracy versus tyranny,
America versus all that was bad in the world. Since any
red-blooded, “true” American would of course support a
war to save democracy, anyone who could oppose the war
effort, it followed, could not be a “real” American.

World War I propaganda revolved around the concept
of “100% Americanism”—that in order to win a victory
over tyranny, all Americans had to give total support to
the government’s efforts. “100% Americans” did not speak
foreign languages (our enemies spoke foreign languages,

1. Parades folder, Photograph Collection, Carbon County Histori-
cal Society Collections, Red Lodge, Montana (hereafter CCHS); Red
Lodge (Mont.) Picket-Fournal, December 17,1919.

2. Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket-Fournal, December 17,1919.

3.  Erika A. Kuhlman, “From Farmland to Coalvillage: Red Lodge’s
Finnish Immigrants, 1890-1922” (master’s thesis, University of Mon-
tana, 1987),21-22; Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket, September 21, 1905.

4. United States Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the
United States, Population,vol. 2 (Washington, D.C., 1913), 1160; Kuhl-
man, “From Farmland to Coalvillage,” 25-26.

5. Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket, March 24, 1894. See also ibid., April
9, 1892. The hostility toward immigrants who returned to Europe after
earning money in the United States was widespread. See Neil Larry
Shumsky, “‘Let No Man Stop to Plunder!” American Hostility to Return
Migration, 1890-1924,” Journal of American Ethnic History,11 (Winter
1992), 56-75.

6. Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket, March 10, 1894.
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after all); they did not go on strike (that would hurt the
war effort); and they did not criticize anything the govern-
ment (national, state, or local) did in time of war. Basi-
cally, “100% Americanism” meant acting like middle-class,
white capitalists. Or, it meant not being a foreigner or
union supporter, which, of course, were the most prom-
inent public identities in Red Lodge at the time. Red
Lodge’s shifting public identity in the late 1910s and
1920s had everything to do with changing public attitudes
toward “Americanism” in these turbulent years.

Only in the troublesome years immediately following
the Panic of 1893 had Red Lodge residents previously
wielded the rhetoric of Americanism as a weapon. In that
case entrepreneurs used “American” to attack foreigners
who fled the town during its economic downturn or,

7. On unions using patriotic symbolism in parades, see Red Lodge
(Mont.) Picket, September 7,1900; Carbon County (Mont.) Republican,
September 6, 1907. For Irish and Italian marching in Fourth of July
parades, see Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket,July 11,1896; and Carbon County
(Mont.) Republican, July 5,1907. On Budas, see Carbon County (Mont.)
Republican, October 26, 1906.

8. This kind of “frivolous” celebration of the Fourth of July was
quite popular in the early twentieth century. See Raymond W. Smilor,
“Creating a National Festival: The Campaign for a Safe and Sane
Fourth, 1903-1916,” Journal of American Culture, 2 (Winter 1980),
611-22; Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transforma-
tion of Tradition in American Culture (New York, 1993), 105, 256; and
John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and
Patriotism in the Twentieth Century (Princeton, N J., 1992), 83-86.

9. See, for example, Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket, May 23, 1896, July
3, 1897; Carbon County (Mont.) Gazette, June 8, 1905; Carbon County
(Mont.) Republican, May 10, 1907.
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even worse, sent what earnings the town still provided
back to the Old Country rather than spending them in
Red Lodge. The language employed was typical of that
coming from other towns and cities grousing about whom
to blame for the tough times. Some places blamed African
Americans, others attacked Chinese or Japanese immi-
grants. In Red Lodge boosters targeted eastern European
workers. “These people,” the editor of the Red Lodge
Picket argued in 1894, “are just precisely the kind that
have brought poverty and distress to the workingmen of
this country and until congress passes a law to prohibit
them from landing here we can expect to see American
workmen remain in their present condition.”

Local merchants became enraged, for .example, at
news that the Finnish community was forming a coopera-
tive mercantile business that would take business away
from established downtown stores. The Red Lodge Picket
fumed against the Finlanders who received American
wages and yet tried to confine their trade within their own
nationality group. “This is not just,” the editor stated
flatly, “or in accordance with the principles of this gov-
ernment.” He urged the mining company to deny the
Finns employment if they persisted in this heinous pur-
suit because “There are plenty of competent men who
would be glad to get employment and who have the
welfare of this country at heart and hold our laws and
customs inviolable.” Americanism, at least according to
the Red Lodge Picket, meant supporting the interests of
the town’s business class. The language of Americanism,
thus, divided the town between good and bad, investor
and transient, American and foreigner.

After good times returned, however, local demonstra-
tions of Americanism tended to be inclusive rather than
exclusive. The newspapers no longer used “American”
to attack immigrant workers. Indeed, town and union
leaders began to use Americanism to draw the commu-
nity together. Workers, for example, draped their various

graphs Carbon County’s Peaks to Plains Museum, Red Lodg

Labor Day celebrations in the Stars and Stripes to empha-
size the Americanness of labor organizations. Invariably
Italian and Irish immigrants waved dozens of American
flags as they marched en masse in main street parades.
And Swedish-born Albert Budas, running for county trea-
surer in 1906, sold himself as the epitome of the American
dream—a poor immigrant boy who rose to prominence
nurtured by the freedom and capitalism of the United
States.”

Significantly, though, this kind of Americanism did
not seem to exert much pressure on residents to become
unreserved patriots. Unlike the Italians and Irish, for
instance, most Finns and Slovenians chose not to dem-
onstrate American patriotism at public celebrations, and
their choice not to participate drew little overt criticism.
Patriotism, while voiced and celebrated publicly, had not
yet taken on the sharp edge of passionate conviction that
mine owners and businessmen would use to terrorize any-
body who questioned their business practices during the
war. Even in the town’s most prominent public expression
of Americanism—the annual Fourth of July celebration—
patriotism took a back seat to an overriding emphasis on
boosterism and fun. Red Lodge, like many working-class
towns across the nation, used this holiday less for a solemn
commemoration of grand national ideals than as a chance
to indulge in parades, baseball games, fireworks, and fun
field sports.® Indeed, often the day seemed more about the
economics of selling the town than about Americanism.
Organizers simply wanted to create an enjoyable event
that would prove that Red Lodge was a “live” town, a

Red Lodge’s immigrant communities learned to temper their

“foreignness” by engaging in rituals of patriotism such as buying
war bonds and participating in Liberty Loan drives and war
rallies. At left, the Finnish ladies’ band poses in 1907, and above,
residents of Little Italy gather in their neighborhood on the
northern fringe of Red Lodge.
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World War I propaganda revolved around
the concept of “100% Americanism,” and
ostentatiously buying war bonds was an
important component of being a patriot,
as were speaking positively about the

war, working for the Red Cross, and
laboring diligently to provide the nation
with essential products. As participants in
these activities, Red Lodge’s immigrants
were less targeted by zealots than were
labor radicals and those who openly
criticized the war.
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place on the move.” (A more sanctimonious generation
in 1919 dismissed these early celebrations as too commer-
cial, held simply to “pry the visitors loose from the larg-
est amount of loose change.”)!° Patriotism, in the prewar
years, remained a relatively minor consideration in the
town’s public life.

World War I dramatically altered this rather lax com-
mitment to patriotism and Americanism in the public
sphere. With the nation plunged into war, Red Lodge resi-
dents quickly adopted a much more aggressive public def-
inition of Americanness that did not allow groups like the
Finns to “sit out” patriotic language and displays. Like
the rest of the nation, local residents embraced an Ameri-
canism that demanded public conformity to an idealized
version of “American.” This conformity pivoted around
public performances: always speaking positively about
the war, ostentatiously buying war bonds, harassing those
who did not ostentatiously buy war bonds, working for
the Red Cross, and laboring diligently to provide the war-
time nation with essential products. Not engaging in these
rituals of patriotism was tantamount to being a traitor,

“un-American.”!!

10.  Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket-Journal, April 23,1919.

11. The Montana Sedition Act of 1918 actually made it a crime to
speak against the war or conscription; Congress modeled the federal
Sedition Law on this Montana act. K. Ross Toole, Twentieth-Century
Montana: A State of Extremes (Norman, 1972), 139-56. In Red Lodge
there were at least three court cases involving charges of sedition or
“criminal syndicalism” against men who had allegedly spoken against
the war. Ben Kahn, a salesman from Billings, was sentenced to up to
twenty years in jail for stating that “This is a rich man’s war and we have
no business in it.” Kahn also claimed that the United States was warned
about the Lusitania carrying munitions. State of Montana v. Ben Kahn
(1918),no. 457, Criminal Records, Carbon County District Court, Red
Lodge, Montana (hereafter Criminal Records, CCDC). See also State of
Montana v. Nels Lahti (1918), no. 463, Criminal Records, CCDC; and
State of Montana v. Frank B. Rakstis (1918), no. 475, ibid. On confor-
mity to “100% Americanism,” see Hans Vought, “Division and Reunion:
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Ethnicity, interestingly, had little to do with this kind
of Americanism, whose zealots targeted labor radicals and
those critical of the war more than they harassed those

with foreign accents. In fact, for many local immigrants,
the war with its emphasis on making everyone good Amer-
icans actually made possible greater inclusion in nonim-
migrant community affairs. As John Higham has pointed
out in his classic study of American nativism, Strangers in
the Land, to “a remarkable degree the psychic climate of
war gave the average alien not only protection but also a
sense of participation and belonging.”'?

In the interest of community participation, Red Lodge
civic leaders began for the first time to invite members of
immigrant groups to participate in community activities,
making them part of events like Liberty Loan drives and
patriotic rallies. Foreign-born entrepreneur Albert Budas,
for one, took charge of the county’s Liberty Loan pro-
gram, and at least three dozen Finnish businessmen and
workers and a sizeable number of other immigrants signed
onto the new Liberty Committee formed in the fall of
1917 to ferret out disloyal townspeople.”® Some immi-
grant groups also seized the wartime opportunity to
make their own community-wide statements in favor of

Woodrow Wilson, Immigration, and the Myth of American Unity,” Jour-
nal of American Ethnic History, 13 (Spring 1994), 24-26; and Lawrence
H. Fuchs, American Kaleidoscope: Race, Ethnicity, and the Civic Culture
(Middletown, Conn., 1990),57-61.

12.  John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativ-
tsm, 1860-1925 (New Brunswick, N.J., 1955), 215. For general works
on wartime hysteria directed toward immigrants and radicals, see ibid.;
and Ronald Schaffer, America in the Great War: The Rise of the War Wel-
fare State (New York, 1991), 13-30.

13.  Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket, April 11, 1918. A list of the Liberty
Committee members is in the papers of H. A. Simmons, former district
attorney for Red Lodge. This list includes Finnish names like Emil Hek-
kola, M. T. Koski, and Nestor Makela. Folder 15, box 5, Manuscript
Collection 204, H. A. Simmons Collection, Montana Historical Society
Archives, Helena (hereafter MHS).
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Ultranationalists terrorized anyone who opposed the war
effort, focusing particularly on Industrial Workers of the
World (1ww) members who dared to publicly disagree with
American involvement in the conflict. In Butte vigilantes
lynched tww organizer Frank Little (below) on August 1,
1917, and in Red Lodge the local Liberty Committee tried to

drive active IWw members, or Wobblies, out of town.

America. Serbian Americans, for
example, staged several dramatic
parades and rallies to display pub-
licly their support for the American
war effort; and an Italian fraternity
publicly expelled a member for
criticizing the war, publishing its
Jjustification in English in the local
newspaper.'*

Significantly, though, for much
of 1917, Finnish-American residents
of Red Lodge as a group made little
effort to announce publicly their
Americanness. Their lack of effort :
stands out not only because Finns
were the largest immigrant popu- -
lation in the city but also because
of the contrast with Serbians and
Italians, two other sizeable ethnic ?
groups who made very prominent
assertions of American loyalty as
soon as the United States joined the war. Individually,
Finnish Americans helped out the Liberty Loan drives or
joined other patriots in the Liberty Committee, but as a
group the Finns did not really alter their prewar apathy
toward public displays of Americanism.

Of course, the Finnish homeland, unlike Italy and
Serbia, was not clearly an American ally. Russia, one of the
Allied Powers, had, after all, occupied Finland by force;
Finns hated the czar more than they disliked the kaiser
and could not really be expected to embrace the war as
joyously as did the local Serbs (who hoped for an inde-
pendent Serbia) or Italians (anxious to prove Italian man-
hood on the battlefield)." So, Finns made no public group
effort to announce local Finnish-American support for the
war. There simply did not seem to be a need to do so
in the early days of the conflict when the campaign for

14.  For the Serbians, see Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket, April 13, 20, 27,
June 8, July 6,1917. On the Italians, see ibid., November 16, 1917; and
Steve Roman v. Societa Italiana E Fratellanzadi Mutuo Soccorso, a Cor-
poration (1918), Criminal Records, CCDC.

15. P. George Hummasti, “World War I and the Finns of Astoria,
Oregon: The Effects of the War on an Immigrant Community,” Interna-
tional Migration Review, 11 (Fall 1977), 340-41. For the Serbians, see
Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket, April 13, 20, 27, 1917. Local Italian Ameri-

public Americanism appeared fairly
benign. By the end of 1917, though,
the actions of the Liberty Committee
would change all that.

Red Lodge’s Liberty Committee,
formed in late 1917, represented the
most concerted local attempt to impose
a very public “100% Americanism”
on the community. This group, like
most of the Americanism effort in
Red Lodge, emulated a larger, national
movement. From Maine to California
such organizations bullied or terrorized anyone who
seemed to threaten the war effort, focusing particularly on
Socialist and Industrial Workers of the World (1ww) “agi-
tators” who actually dared to disagree publicly with Amer-
ica’s involvement in the conflict.'® In Montana almost
every county and major city had its own Liberty Commit-
tee to take care of these dangerous, antiwar radicals.

Some of their efforts, as noted by historian K. Ross
Toole, were laughable. Committees, for example, inves-
tigated numerous reports of black German dirigibles
floating over the mountains of western Montana spying,
apparently, on the state’s sheep and cattle herds. Other
groups denounced as German agents any residents who
failed to contribute to Liberty Loan drives or pressed
charges against those who conducted church services in

cans made a point of emphasizing the masculinity of their soldiers; for a
good example of this pride in combat, see the testimony in Steve Roman
v. Societa Italiana.

16.  For a discussion of World War I in Montana, one of the best
sources is Toole, Twentieth-Century Montana, 139-93. According to
Toole, almost every small town in the state had Liberty Committees,
which became “the local arbiters of patriotism.” Ibid., 140. Other states
also organized local and statewide patriotic organizers created to ferret
out opponents of war. Schaffer, America in the Great War, 17-23.
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German. Ridiculous as some of these allegations were,
these groups and other, less formal vigilante-type organi-
zations, had darker sides that rightfully frightened local
residents who might be suspected of any kind of un-
American wrongdoing,. In Butte, for example, anonymous
vigilantes seized IWW agitator Frank Little from his board-
inghouse, tied him to a car, hauled him far and fast enough
to take off his kneecaps, and then summarily hanged him
from a bridge, leaving a message warning other radicals
of similar treatment.!” “100% Americanism” was serious,
even violent, business.

In Red Lodge, as in Butte and much of the rest of
America, ultranationalism translated largely into attacks
on radicals, particularly members of the IWw (nicknamed
“Wobblies™), rather than on members of specific immi-
grant groups. Indeed, the Red Lodge Liberty Committee
took pains to assure the community that its efforts were
not directed against immigrants. Their work, according to
one spokesman, was not against “any particular race. The
action of the committee will be directed against any man
of whatever race or creed who is reported or thought to be
a German sympathizer.”**

Wobblies, since they spoke out most stridently against
the war, were clearly “German sympathizers” who needed
to be crushed and driven out of Red Lodge. Committed
to a vision of working-class brotherhood, these Wobblies
insisted that the war was simply a capitalist ruse, nothing,
certainly, that need draw workers into a death struggle with
each other. Driven by their faith in world socialism, Red
Lodge Wobblies, most of them Finnish Americans, pub-
licly defied the demands of wartime Americanism. They
handed out brochures on street corners denouncing the
war and protesting the arrest of national IWW leaders; they
even ventured onto the main streets of smaller towns in the
county spreading their message against conscription.

Ithough their numbers in Red Lodge
were never great—perhaps a few dozen active
IWW members lived in Red Lodge at any one
time—the Wobblies’ public stance infuriated patriotic Lib-
erty Committee members, particularly retired newspaper
publisher Walter Alderson and former sheriff Fred Potter
(who wildly estimated the number of local Wobblies at
over nine hundred, or about 75 percent of the local mine

17.  Toole, Twentieth-Century Montana,140-43,148-54; Arnon Gut-
field, “The Murder of Frank Little: Radical Labor Agitation in Butte,
Montana, 1917,” in Montana’s Past: Selected Essays, ed. Michael P.
Malone and Richard B. Roeder (Missoula, Mont., 1973), 370-90.

18.  Higham, Strangers in the Land, 215-18; Red Lodge (Mont.) Picket,
November 23,1917.

19. When Nels Lahti, one of the town’s sidewalk orators, was arrested
for criminal syndicalism in 1918, he had a list of those pledging finan-
cial support for Wobblies imprisoned during the war; the list and all the
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workforce). Alderson and Potter, who assumed the lead-
ership of the local committee, focused the group’s efforts
specifically against these agitators, vowing to drive them
all from Red Lodge.?” Their actions, though, had much
wider implications for the town and its residents.

Determined to quash the public presence of the Iww
in Red Lodge, the Liberty Committee went to work
in October 1917, striking a series of blows against the
town’s “German sympathizers.” Significantly, in spite of
early assurances that ethnicity was not an issue, the com-
mittee almost invariably targeted Finnish-born workers
for “questioning” and punishment. The group’s actions
started out simply enough; the Liberty Committee ordered
a public boycott of the Finnish-owned Workers’ Hall,
reported to be the headquarters of the town’s IWw fac-
tion. But the committee’s activities quickly moved beyond
such benign actions. Perhaps imitating the terror tactics
of the Butte vigilantes, the Red Lodge Liberty Commit-
tee started to verbally then physically threaten local Finn-
ish Americans. According to at least one Wobbly report,
members rounded up suspected IWW leaders one at a
time, subjecting them to threats and abuse until they con-
fessed their allegiance to the One Big Union and gave up
the name of least one other member of the organization.
When Jalmar Winturri refused to give in under verbal
threats, a selected committee took him to the basement of
the Elks Lodge where they strung a rope around his neck
and hauled him up three times before he finally admitted
that he was a Wobbly and provided names of other mem-
bers. Three of the men so examined by the Liberty Com-
mittee—Winturri, Jack Ollila, and Jacob Lindquist—fled
Red Lodge within the week; all three, according to tTww
reports, were family men who had lived in Red Lodge
for ten to fifteen years.” Their forced confessions initi-
ated a new round of Liberty Committee harassment of
supposed IWW radicals with tragic consequences to one
family and significant repercussions for the town’s immi-
grant populations.

Angered by a continuing Wobbly presence in the town,
the Liberty Committee gathered up a new group of sus-
pected subversives in late November 1917, among them
Finnish-born miner Emile Koski. After a night of threats
and questioning, Koski, who had lived in Red Lodge for
fifteen years, returned home to his wife and two children,
shaken and frightened and unsure what would happen to
him next. Scared, defensive, and armed, Koski would not

names on it were Finnish. In his trial and in Liberty Committee proc-
lamations, Finns and Wobblies became publicly and prominently inter-
twined. State v. Nels Lahti.

20. Inaninvestigation of the Liberty Committee’s accusations against
the county draft board, the County Council of Defense concluded that
the Liberty Committee “is an organization which was originally con-
ceived through patriotic motives, but which has evidently deteriorated
into a one or two man affair [led by Alderson and Potter] which is detri-
mental to the best interests of the Government and the community and

























