A Brief History of the KKK and Other Right Wing Hate Groups in WI

The KKK may have been founded by Confederate War veterans in Pulaski, TN back in 1866, but it wasn’t long before it found its way to Wisconsin.  By 1923 the Klan claimed 2,500 members in Madison alone! – then a town with a population of just 50,000.  The KKK even sponsored a fraternity on campus, located at Huntington Court (where University Square is now), and members were inducted at public cross burnings on the shore of Lake Mendota.  Being a Klansmen was quite a badge of honor on campus and around town.  On Oct. 24, 1924 nearly 2000 Klansmen marched through the streets of Madison to intimidate the predominantly immigrant residents of the Greenbush neighborhood along Park and Regent St.  In Dec. of that same year Mayor Kittleson actually deputized 30 Klansmen to assist the police in raids on speak easies in Madison’s “Little Italy.”  In Milwaukee throughout the 1920s it was the Businessman’s Association that openly allied itself with the KKK against socialist groups and labor organizers.  To this day, the main enemies of the Klan remain – in their own chilling words – “Catholics, Jews, blacks, radicals, immigrants, bootleggers and evolutionists.”  

The KKK reappeared with a vengeance in Wisconsin in the 1990s with highly publicized “recruiting” rallies in Janesville (1994), Elkhorn (1995), and Beloit (1997) – to name a few - drawing large numbers of opponents.  There were rallies in Rockford, IL (1994) and Ironwood, MI (1997), as well.  According to KKK national Grand Dragon, Michael McQueeney (a recent Chicago, IL transplant to Mercer, WI), Beloit was chosen for a rally because of its high number of minorities.  The fifteen or so Klansmen who showed up in Beloit had their free speech rights protected by 300 riot cops at a cost of $38,000 to taxpayers.  They later fled with their car windows broken by flying rocks from the crowd of 500 counter protesters.  McQueeney had plans for another such “super rally” in Madison the day after Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday  (Jan. 16, 1999), but called it off when community resistance got to be too much.   
Unfortunately, the violence and intimidation of the KKK has not vanished.  In 1977 an interracial couple was murdered in a Madison parking lot by self-described Klansman and NeoNazi, Joseph Paul Franklin.  In 1992 KKK members leafleted dormitories at the UW-Madison campus with racist and homophobic literature.  In 1996 Dane County KKK pamphlets ridiculing “Black History Month” appeared in Madison area supermarkets. Oklahoma City bomber, Timothy McVeigh, was apparently one of the guest recruiters at the Rockford KKK rally in 1997.   In 1998 union members and other activists attending the annual May Day picnic in Madison’s Tenney Park discovered neo-Nazi literature from the Milwaukee-based group, New Order, on their car windshields.  National Alliance member and former U.S. Marine sharpshooter, Eric Hanson, attacked an African-American woman after a KKK rally in Skokie, IL in 2000 and went on to his own death in a bloody standoff with police at a Lindenhurst, IL grocery the next year.  In Aug. 2002 five white supremacists attacked the Autonomous Zone, an infoshop and community center in Chicago, IL - injuring one person and breaking windows.

Besides the KKK, there are other rightwing hate groups with deep roots in WI such as the Posse Commitatus and John Birch Society.  Under a fresh name – Family Farm Preservation Institute – the Posse Commitatus was allegedly involved in military style training of racist skinheads in state parks near its traditional stronghold of Tigerton Dells, WI back in the summer of 1995.  Right wing hate groups can be divided into several rough categories: Christian Identity, Militia, Neo-Nazi, Skinhead, or White Power.  The Center for New Community based in Chicago, IL, which tracks hate in the Midwest, lists 25 active WI groups in its latest report including:  Christians for Truth (Shawano), New Order (Milwaukee), Outlaw Hammerskins (Pewaukee), National Skinhead Front (Oshkosh), Oil Boys (Kenosha), 17th Wisconsin Militia (Waushara County), Fox Valley Church of Israel (Stockbridge), National Association for the Advancement of White People (Watertown), the World Church of the Creator (Milwaukee), and Last Trumpet Ministries (Beaver Dam).

The ground in which these hate groups flourish is actually prepared by more “mainstream” but no less dangerous organizations – such as the Milwaukee based Bradley Foundation.  The Bradley Foundation is probably most notorious for funding  Charles Murray’s racist book, “The Bell Curve.”   In conjunction with the Indianapolis based Hudson Institute, Bradley was also a chief architect behind Wisconsin’s W-2 welfare deform program – now a model for rightwing politicians worldwide.  Wisconsin “wise use” groups such as Protect America’s Rights and Resources (PARR), Stop Treaty Abuse (STA), and Private Landowners of Wisconsin (PLOW) get fuel for their radical views from think tanks such as the Heartland Institute based in Palatine, IL.   The Heartland Institute is also fond of distributing anti-environmental materials disguised as pro-Earth Day info to young people.  Needless to say, such a climate of ignorance, fear and violence is only encouraged - and even aggravated - by law enforcement agencies that utilize racial profiling and are now hellbent on criminalizing activism under the guise of Homeland Security and the largest domestic militarization program in the hemisphere.

Ignoring the activity of right wing hate groups is like throwing out the welcome mat for them in your community. The most effective response is a coordinated campaign to expose, educate, and organize against such violent bigotry.  Leaders of right wing hate groups need to be publicly identified and held accountable for their actions.  Such critical exposure is not the same as publicity – unlike the corporate media, activists gain nothing from sensationalizing.  Our goal is to debunk their agenda and offer those they intend to recruit constructive alternatives.  While it is important to react to the presence of right wing hatred, prevention is always the best medicine.  By building empowered diverse activist coalitions based upon trust and respect, one can help insure that the KKK does not rear its ugly face in your community in the first place.  
Resources:

Anti Racist Action (ARA)  Publishes “ARA Research Bulletin.”  www.antiracistaction.ca
“Classroom Crusades – Countering the Religious Right’s Attack on Public Schools.”  Rethinkins Schools (Milwaukee, WI)  #1-800-669-4192  www.rethinkingschools.org
“Extremism – a Pastoral Concern.”   Church’s Center for Land and People (Sinsinawa, WI)  tel. #608-748-4411

“Feeding Trough: The Bradley Foundation, ‘The Bell Curve,’ and the Real Story Behind W-2.”  Job is a Right Campaign (Milwaukee, WI)  tel. #414-374-1034  

“Fool’s Wisdom – An Analysis of the Anti-Conservation Movement in the Midwest.”  Wisconsin’s Environmental Decade.  

People Against Racist Terror. Publishes “Turning the Tide.”   #310-495-0299

“State of Hate: White Nationalism in the Midwest 2001-2002”  Center for New Community (Chicago, IL)   www.newcomm.org
“Ten Ways to Fight Hate – A Community Response Guide.”  Southern Poverty Law Center (Montgomery, AL)  tel. #334-264-0286   www.splcenter.org

“When Hate Groups Come to Town.”  Center for Democratic Renewal (Atlanta, GA).  Tel. # 404-221-0025

Produced as a public service by the: 

UW Infoshop, 31 Univ. Sq., Madison, WI  53715  

#608-262-9036    www.sit.wisc.edu/~infoshop     

- a fully unionized jobshop! (IWW I.U. 620)
