
Montana’s Ku Klux Klan  
 
On July 4, 1923, several hundred people gathered around a burning cross with a number of figures in 
white robes and hoods. Official members of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) carried an American flag through a 
crowd of witnesses and initiated ninety-four men into their ranks. Where did this event take place? Not 
in Georgia, Alabama, or another Southern locale, as you may think, but in the ranching community of 
Roundup, Montana. Fortunately, the Invisible Empire’s stay in Montana was fairly short-lived, but how 
did it come about, and what made it end? [1] 
 
The hyper-nationalist, ultra-patriotic, fear-mongering atmosphere of WWI-era America helped the Klan 
gain a foothold in the West.* The KKK in Montana differed from popular culture depictions that we are 
familiar with. In Montana, the Klan advertised the following “cardinal principles:”  

1. The Tenets of the Christian Religion 
2. Upholding the Constitution of the United States 
3. The Sovereignty of our States Rights 
4. The Separation of Church and State 
5. Religious Liberty 
6. Freedom of Speech and Press 
7. Compulsory Education in Free Public Schools 
8. Protection of our Pure Womanhood 
9. White Supremacy 
10. Limitation of Foreign Immigration 
11. Closer Relationship between Capital and American Labor 
12. Just Laws and Liberty 

Perhaps only a couple of these principles would initially send up our red flags, and local Klans gave 
charitable donations to Protestant ministries and organizations in their local communities and publicly 
spread messages of peace and non-violence. If Montanans were familiar with the violence perpetrated 
by earlier versions of the KKK in the South, the group’s subtle advertising and charity were, sadly, 
enough to override these earlier impressions in the Big Sky state. [2] 
 
The KKK was not as benign as publicly projected, though. In addition to its basic tenet of white 
supremacy, the Klan also supported the “suppression of Catholic schools” and the “elimination of ‘non-
white immigrants,’ Jews, and Blacks,” from public life, and supported the restriction of immigration. 
Only white, Protestant males were allowed membership. Local Klans used intimidation in the form of 
burning crosses and written and verbal threats to accomplish its goals. In one instance, a local Klan 
burned the home of a Southeastern Montana black man mistakenly accused of petty theft. [3] 
 
Why were some Montanans so enthusiastic about joining such a group? The KKK’s secrets and rituals 
were quite tempting for many. The allure of mystery drew in many. For other young, white men, Klan 
membership gave a sense of belonging, and the group’s ideologies gave them someone to blame for the 
problems and tumult (war, drought, poverty…) of the late 1910s and early 1920s. [4] 
 
The tale of the Klan in Montana is really a tale of two regions: Butte and rural central Montana in Judith 
Basin, Fergus, Wheatland, and Musselshell counties. Butte and Lewistown, the largest city in these 
central counties were among the first two cities in Montana to boast local Klans, but the KKK experience 
in each place was quite different. [4] 
 



Central Montana’s Klans were quite active and visible in their communities. Their ceremonies and 
meetings boasted large attendance numbers, and they faced little opposition from area residents. In 
Butte, however, little was ever revealed about the Klan’s activities, and the group struggled to find a 
regular meeting place. Why the difference? Demographics played a huge part. Butte was, by majority, a 
Catholic city and had the most ethnically and racially diverse population in the entire state. Butte’s 
residents simply refused to lend support or even attention to a group that was ideologically opposed to 
a major of the city’s population. The Central Montana Klans, though in more homogenously populated 
areas eventually suffered from the negative public opinion and ceased to exist after a few years. [5] 
 
I know – this seems like much too simple an explanation for the Klan’s disintegration in Montana. But I 
think there’s an important lesson to be learned here. Sadly, Montana is ranked one of the top five states 
in the nation for hate groups. But if we emulate what happened in the 20s we see that if, collectively, 
we stand up for what is right and refuse to acknowledge or support what is wrong, than the fear-
mongers and hate-spreaders no longer have anyone to preach to but themselves. 
 
*Read about the Sedition Act and the policies of Montana’s State and Local Councils of Defense here 
and here. Government-sanctioned bigotry. It’s pretty interesting, and frightening, stuff. 
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