Klan in Oregon film a reminder that politics of fear, frustration are timeless
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Thomas Coulter's latest documentary covers the years 1920 through 1925 in Oregon history, but it's not hard to discern some parallels with current events. 

"The Ku Klux Klan in Oregon, 1920-1923," documents the rise and fall of the Klan in Oregon as working-class white people grew frustrated with new competition from jobs and embraced calls for "100 percent Americanism." Substitute Muslim for Catholic and Latino for Asian, and you might well have fast-forwarded a few generations. 



To watch the film

Thomas Coulter’s documentary, “The Ku Klux Klan in Oregon, 1920-1923,” will be shown at 6 p.m. Friday at PSU’s Smith Memorial Student Union.

For more information on the film or the filmmaker, go to www.frame-by-frame-productions.com.

Now, that's not to suggest that any particular modern political movement represents a Klan redux. There have been no reports, as there were 85 years ago, of crosses burning on Mount Tabor or Skinner Butte. 

But the politics of fear and frustration -- the visceral reaction that even the most charitable people can have to newcomers who look or talk differently, particularly when they're also willing to do menial work for far less money -- are timeless. 

"Looking at the history really makes you wonder, because you don't have to be a card-carrying member of the Klan to appreciate some of their values," said Coulter, a native of Korea who grew up with adoptive parents in Ashland. "I hear people I know talk about immigration, and some of the language is very similar to what was used back then. But you mention the Klan, and they're horrified. They don't see the underlying connections." 

The Klan's emergence in Oregon was actually part of the fraternal group's second wave. The first began at the end of the Civil War, as Confederate veterans used guerilla tactics and outright terror to undermine Reconstruction. 

As the movement rolled slowly westward during the early 1900s, its purpose evolved. Race relations between blacks and whites were never much of an issue in Oregon, mostly because state leaders had long made it extremely difficult for African Americans to live here. Early territorial laws called for whipping blacks who refused to leave Oregon and forbade African Americans from mixing with Native Americans or people of mixed race because such socialization might "instill into their minds feelings of hostility against the white race." 

By the time the first Klan organizer hit Medford in 1921, the "Invisible Empire's" overarching message was less "all-white" and more "all-American." That meant white, teetotalling, U.S.-born and Protestant, according to the film, a message that had wide appeal in a state growing more diverse by the day. 

In August 1921, almost 6,000 people showed up to applaud Klan leaders' promises to make life easier for "real Americans." Klan members and sympathizers briefly dominated the State Legislature, leading lawmakers to bar Japanese Americans from owning property and convince voters to require children to attend public school, a swipe at parochial education. 

Just as quickly as it flared, the Klan's overt influence flamed out. Tempers cooled, a few legislators began to say no and the courts got involved. The U.S. Supreme Court, for example, overturned the law forcing all students into public schools in 1925, though a law banning teachers from wearing religious garb -- initially intended to remove nuns from the teaching ranks -- remains in effect. 

Coulter, who describes himself laughingly as "an artist with a day job," hit upon his subject while researching another documentary, "The Oregon Nikkei Story," on the role and treatment of Japanese Americans in early Oregon history. 

The new hourlong film, which will get a special screening Friday as part of Portland State University's Martin Luther King Jr. Day celebrations, combines interviews with historians with quotes from speeches and letters, and amazing black-and-white photos from Oregon's past. It helps explain why a state that is, in some ways, so progressive and open to newcomers remains so very, very white. 

"I think I was like a lot of Oregonians -- really shocked to hear that the Klan had even had a presence here, not to mention how powerful they became," he said. "It blew me away to think about how quickly a movement based on that kind of fear was able to grow."
 
 -- Anna Griffin
