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Spring, 1917 

Montana polarized over war 

support 



Meanwhile we lead the 

nation in percentage 

filling draft quotas and 

who will enlist (relative to 

our population).  

Newspapers publish lists 

of  enlistees. 

We subscribe to Liberty 

Bonds and Loans far 

exceeding initial national 

projections 

 







Enter the IWW 











“Good work.  Let them 

continue to hang every 

IWW in the state.” 

 Helena Independent 



A Land of  Strangers 







Nonpartisan League 





Judge Bourquin 

and Ves Hall case, Fall, 1917 

 



 

There will be satisfaction to the patriotic people of  

Montana that.., .in ... the coming session of  the 

legislature there is promise of  effective means for the 

punishment of  loud-mouthed traitors. Legislation for 

that is... made necessary by a recent court decision of  

Judge Bourquin. 

--Editorial, Great Falls Tribune 



February 1918 Gov. Stewart calls special session.  It passed 

criminal syndicalism act (aimed at outlawing the IWW). 

Empowered the Montana Council of  Defense as a fully 

constituted branch of  state government (which in turn began the 

process of  outlawing the use of  German language in the state) 

Unsuccessfully attempted to have the US remove Bourqin and 

US Attorney General Burton K. Wheeler. 

Impeached and removed a state judge deemed too lenient on 

alleged “traitors” 

And even passed a gun registration law 

Most infamously, the sedition act 

 



Montana’s Sedition Act, 1918 
"Whenever the United States shall be engaged in war, any 

person or persons who shall utter, print, write or publish 

any disloyal, profane, violent, scurrilous, contemptuous, 

slurring or abusive language about the form of  

government of  the United States, or the constitution of  

the United States, or the soldiers or sailors of  the United 

States, or the flag of  the United States, or the uniform of  

the army or navy of  the United States or shall utter, print, 

write or publish any language calculated to incite or 

inflame resistance to any duly constituted Federal or State 

authority in connection with the prosecution of  the War 

shall be guilty of  sedition."  

 





Then hysteria erupts.  Dozens of  German immigrant farmers 

or simply those on the margins of  rural society, are targeted 

by the state and local councils of  defense. 

Ernest Starr, Bighorn County 

Ben Kahn, Red Lodge 

Herman Bausch, Billings 

 



Lewistown, March 1918 







Later in the year . . .  

Louis Levine case, U of  M  





The Legacy 

The IWW and the bargaining clout of  other trade and craft unions 

were essentially rendered impotent. 

The war year hysteria bled into a “Red Scare” in 1919 and 1920 as 

the nation was gripped with fear of  “Bolshevism” now infilitrating 

the country.  (Sacco and Vanzetti become the most notable 

victims).  Known as the Palmer Raids. 

Early 1920s, 20 states adopt teacher loyalty oaths. 

KKK emerges as a highly visible nativist response to increased 

post-War immigration.  Along with the American Legion it will 

successfully lobby text book publishing firms to “purify” civics and 

history textbooks. 



In 1924 the country essentially shuts down immigration with 
sweeping, restrictive anti-immigration legislation establishing 
immigration quotas based on 1890 census numbers. 

The excesses, however, of  the 1920s, will provoke a potent 
peactime national backlash and a reconsideration of  
constitutionally guaranteed liberties. 

In Montana many of  the convicted will be released in the early 
1920s serving on average around 30 months. 

In 2005 and 2006 students in U of  M journalism classes join with 
U of  M law students to petition Governor Schweitzer to issue 
executive pardons to those convicted under Montana’s sedition act. 

http://www.seditionproject.net 

 

http://www.seditionproject.net
http://www.seditionproject.net

