
It is only natural that the Leader covered the story as well; like a banshee, it 

howled at the insult, dedicating multiple page articles to the affair. This was to be 

expected, the bank was key to the financing of League enterprises. So essential was it that 

its closing was almost a "fatal blow" to the financial structure of the NPL. To counter the 

banks closing the League launched an all out offensive to save it. Appealing directly to 

the state Supreme Court, officials managed to have it reopened. Langer, and Hall, became 

bank "wreckers" and traitors. Included with Langer and Hall was Carl Kositsky, the State 

Auditor who aided them in the investigation. With this action, the trio completely severed 

their connections with the League, and the hierarchy targeted all three for retaliation. 

Langer, however, bore the brunt of the attack. His office budget was cut and his powers 

as attorney general reduced by special measure of the League-controlled legislature:' , 

Langer rolled with the blows and used the case to further his charges against Townley, 

who actually lost popularity for his counterattacks on the three defectors.171 

Langer' s most vicious attacks against the leadership of the League began in 

November 1919. They were also the most blatant attempt to use Bolshevik fears to 

achieve his ends. In that month a magazine called, The Red Flame hit newsstands across 

the state. The first issue claimed that it was published under the auspices of the Citizens 

Economy League. However, the real people behind the magazine were William Langer 

and Carl Kositsky .172 

It is uncertain when the two, quite possibly with the aid of Thomas Hall, began to 

collaborate on the project. What is known is that it was published through the Bismarck 

171 Nonpartisan Leader, October 20, 1919; Blackorby, 102; Morlan, 273; Weber, 93, 101. 

172 Morlan, 166. 
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Tribune Company and was probably funded by "moneyed interests" that had a stake in 

defeating the League. That the magazine was free despite the expensive of publication 

and distribution hints to the fact that there was considerable money behind the project. 173 

Published on a monthly basis, The Red Flame was usually thirty to forty pages in 

length. It was equipped with a not so subtle red cover and distributed throughout North 

Dakota and neighboring states as well. The first issue proclaimed, "The Red Flame is 

SOCIALISM. Blind, unreasoning, radical SOCIALISM that has stolen into North Dakota 

under the guise of a "Farmers' Movement." It was this Red Flame that was "Burning the 

heart out of North Dakota". 174 

There were two reasons behind the publication of the Flame. One was to promote 

the names of Langer, Hall, and Kositsky. While Langer was out for the governorship, 

Thomas Hall and Carl Kositsky wanted to retain their present offices independent of the 

League. Across the pages of the magazine, they strode as a triumvirate dedicated to 

protecting the farmer. Countless articles and editorials pointed out the sacrifices the three 

had made for farmers across the state. The most visible format for their self-

aggrandizement was cartoons. Dozens of self-serving images graced the pages of the 

Flame, showing the trio thwarting Townley's plans. Townley always came across as a 

lanky, unkempt, buffoon, in a rumpled suit, while Langer, Hall and Kositsky were shown 

as tall, clean cut, men of action, going the extra mile to aid the agents of husbandry. 

173 Letter from Bismarck Tribune Company to Carl Kositzky, May 31, 1920, Box 15, Folder 7, Langer 
Collection; Morlan, 267. 

174 Morlan, 267; The Red Flame, November 1919, 1; all issues of The Red Flame cited were found in The 
Red Flame: A Chronicle of the Fierce Controversy Surrounding the Early Days of North Dakota's Non­
Partisan League, comp. Norman L. Larsen (Minot: Lowe and Larson Printing, Inc., 1975). 
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One of the magazine's simpler but powerful images appeared in the May 1920 

issue. It depicted a swarthy, talon of a hand descending upon a hapless farmer. On the 

shirtsleeve was written "Big (Biz) Five", while on its fingers were the names of five 

leading members of the League, including Townley. A powerful hand that gripped its 

wrist, however, had stopped the descent of the talon. Written upon this image of power 

and benevolence was the amalgam, "KOZYHALLLANGER." The implication was clear, 

Langer, Hall, and Kositsky were the self-assigned champions of the farmer. 175 

Often the degree to which the magazine would go in that regard bordered on the 

melodramatic. In the April 1920 issue a poem entitled "Our Bill Langer" appeared. The 

poem read in part 

Three cheers for you, Bill Langer! 
You're the lad that rings true blue; 
You're the one to guide our Ship of State 
And see us safely through. 
You rose above the reeking fumes 
Of envy, greed and hate -
A sturdy, loyal patriot -
To save our Sunshine State 

Such ostentation was common throughout the pages of The Red Flame. It takes little 

imagination to conclude that one aim of the paper was to promote the images of Langer, 

Hall, and Kositzky as champions of the people. They were selfless crusaders whose 

purpose was to drive out the evil leadership that threatened the sanctity of the NPL 

program. One might also add that it was a powerful publicity tool as well. The monthly 
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magazine featured Langer's name and picture in every issue. Focusing attention upon the 

farmer's plight, was a way to focus attention upon himself as well. 176 

The second purpose of the Flame was to tie together Red Scare hysteria, 

socialism, and the League leadership. The Flame was full of cartoons, editorials, and 

stories that compared Townley's brand of socialism to Bolshevism. Some even implied 

that he was taking his orders directly from Lenin. It was a connection meant to strike fear 

into the hearts of North Dakotans. One lengthy story that spanned several issues perfectly 

illustrated this point. 

Beginning in March 1920, the story featured a fictional take over of North Dakota 

by Bolshevik insurrectionists. Titled, "When the Revolution Came to North Dakota: A 

Logical Application of Bolshevist Chronology in Russia to the Advent of the Soviet 

Regime in North Dakota, as Anticipated by Dr. Ivin Kurdovanitch," the tale was set on 

the future date of May 1, 1923, and featured swarthy, mustachioed riders running 

rampant through the streets of Bismarck with red flags flapping and guns blazing. These 

men obviously meant to represent Bolsheviks, ruthlessly shot down bystanders and 

destroyed property as they took control of the city and eventually the entire state. 177 

The story implied that the anticipated revolution could have been prevented. In a 

subtle manner, the story warned that members of the NPL were to blame for the 

Bolshevik take over: 

In spite of the close connection between the Bolshevistic movement in Eastern 
Europe and the Communist developments in the western hemisphere which the 

176 Ibid., April 1920, 191. 

177 Ibid., March 1920, 156. 
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patriotic press of America had repeatedly exposed, the mass of the people refused 
to remove the scales from their eyes. That which students of history recognized as 
pure communism was to these self-deluded citizens merely a farmers' movement. 

The story then went on to warn readers of the results of such a revolution. In a chapter 

aptly named "The Reign of Terror," the author painted an apocalyptic picture of the 

future: 

The striking of nine that morning of May 1, 1923, ushered in for North Dakota a 
reign of terror which had known no parallel since the opening hours of the Red 
revolution in Russia some five years before. As though by magic there appeared 
at prominent comers in every town and village in the state communist manifestos, 
proclaiming the dictatorship of the proletariat, the fall of the bourgeoisie, and the 
expropration of public property. 

In case the implementation of communist doctrine was not enough to inflame the reader's 

passions, the author went on to describe horrors of a more base fashion, in what he 

deemed North Dakota's "Red Night": 

appetites whetted by the blood which already had been spilled, the red army, 
intolerant of any discipline, poured forth in an orgy of rapine and murder. Cold 
type cannot reproduce the horrors of that night; they surpass imagination or 
description ... Maddened, half-civilized brutes, long held in leash awaiting this 
day, were turned loose upon paralyzed, helpless communities. Yell ow men and 
black, imported because they had proven past masters in the art of terrorism in 
ravished Russia, reached new pinnacles of debauchery in that Red Night. 

This was a powerful message wrapped in the guise of a very frightening story. The 

implications were clear, if the people ofNorth Dakota allowed Townley to stay in power 

they could very well find themselves in a nightmarish realm of barbarism and death. 

However, if they aligned themselves with Langer, Hall, and Kositzky, the original NPL 

program would be followed, thus preventing a "Red" disaster. 178 
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The Flame did not stop at such fictional accounts. The paper carried stories of 

I. W.W. members held on trial and other socialistic movements around the world. All 

were tied into the NPL and the actions of, "Townley and his oily-tongued breeders of 

discontent." Another theme prevalent in the Flame was that of "free love". 179 

In early 1919, I.V.A. member Olger Burtness made public that the League's 

library commission had in its possession for distribution books that advocated "free 

love". While an investigation proved the charge groundless, the opposition of the League 

took the idea and ran. One of the Flame 's most famous cartoons depicted a classroom full 

of grade school children kissing while the buxom teacher sat on her desk reading a book 

titled "Free Love". 180 

The Red Flame was nothing more than a propaganda machine. Its vivid imagery 

and commentary was designed to destroy the League hierarchy even as it promoted 

Langer, Hall, and Kositzky. To achieve that end it used the "Red Scare" as a weapon for 

character assassination. The stories, articles, and cartoons found within its pages were 

appeals to the emotional, rather than the rational, side of human nature. It was the portion 

of the brain that could be most easily aroused by such an approach. 

The men behind the Flame did not want to cloud the issue with common sense; 

instead, they sought to incite fear amongst North Dakotans. An apprehensive population 

could be more easily led by men offering a plan to eliminate the source of their fear. In a 
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sense, Langer, Hall, and Kositzky exacerbated, if not created, a problem so they could 

offer their own self-serving solution. 

In addition to the publication of The Red Flame, Langer increased the tempo of 

Red baiting in his speeches. In a December speech delivered in Jamestown, he made a 

direct connection between the Bolshevik revolution in Russia and the Nonpartisan 

League. Langer claimed that the organizational forces behind the League had given their 

wholehearted endorsement of the revolution. Langer furthered the connection by 

claiming that Townley sought to implement in North Dakota the same sort of "Industrial 

Autocracy" that Lenin and Trotsky advocated. Langer ended the speech with a call to 

patriotic duty that highlighted his dedication to the farmers and the country: 

And in your State Capitol Building, here where us fellows inside of this fafm~rs 
organization are doing all we possibly can to carry out its original program; doing 
everthing possible in protecting the farmer against ... men like Trotsky ... I say 
we people of North Dakota want no truck with anyone who wants to overthrow 
this goverment ... the good old stars and stripes ... is good enough for me and I 
would not change this government for either Trotsky's Russia or Townley's 
"Industrial Democracy". 

In a January 1920 speech delivered at Portland, North Dakota, he told farmers 

You know what happened to the Duma over in Russia when it would not do the 
will of the men temporarily in control, the men who happened to have the 
soldier's guns and the policemen's clubs. It was dissolved. There is to-day in 
Russia rule by the minority. They passed a law that only "Reds" could carry guns. 
My friends, we in this state are rapidly getting in to the same situation ... Let the 
autocrats in control of the state know that gang rule is at an end in North Dakota. 
Let them know that farmers in North Dakota ... are going to carry out their 
[ original] program ... we are going to get what we are after and ... TownleyO 
cannot keep us from getting it. 

Langer had an ability to foster fear while at the same time offering calm reassurance. He 

would present League leaders as the problem then offer himself as the solution. This 

concept was central to his campaign. Townley and the League hierarchy represented 
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chaos. Langer and the farm program represented order. It was a simple appeal meant to 

show that he, not the "autocrats," had the farmers' best interests in mind. 181 

In January of 1920, Langer also sought to further ingrain himself with North 

Dakota farmers. In that month, he began working with the Farmer's Federated 

Committee; an organization set up to combat Townley. Exactly who was responsible for 

the committee's origins is uncertain. Evidence suggests that Langer and Robert Mackin 

had a hand in its creation. In Langer' s correspondence are dozens of letters sent to 

prominent farmers throughout the state asking them to attend their meeting on January 28 

in Bismarck. The letters mentioned that Mackin had suggested their names to the 

committee, revealing a close relationship with the Langer for Governor Clubs. Because of 

-·, the-meeting, the committee endorsed Langer for govemor. 182 

Langer's plan was proving successful. In late January of 1920, his campaign 

manager, R.S. Wilcox, summed up the feelings of many farmers in the state, "Sentiment 

among the farmers who are leaving Townley, is that the only way the League can be 

saved and the reputation of farmer organizations maintained, is by ditching these leaders 

and getting behind a man like Langer." Langer did not let it rest at that, however. By 

February, he was delivering a fiery accusatory speech every day. Consequently, people 

who had attended wrote him that they had witnessed Townley supporters convert to 

Langer supporters before their very eyes. 183 
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On March 23, 1920, with feigned modesty, he announced his candidacy for 

governor: 

In reply to the resolutions passed by the Farmers Federated Clubs requesting that I 
become a candidate for governor, and also influenced by the petitions from more 
than twenty thousand citizens of the state, who have banded themselves together 
in Langer for Governor Clubs, I accede to your wishes and will become a 
Progressive Republican candidate for Governor. 

Langer presented himself as the farmer's and the people's choice. To distance himself 

from the League leadership he again ran as a progressive. To show his allegiance to the 

League program he ran on a platform that supported a plan of rural credit for farmers and 

nonpartisan political control over state industries. He received further support on May 13, 

when the I. V .A endorsed him at its convention in Minot. 184 

The LV.A.'s support had come with great reluctance. Members of the 

organization were resentful that Langer supported the original program of the League. 

However, they faced a stark reality. Langer was the only candidate for governor that had 

a chance of defeating Frazier, which meant he was the best hope for wresting control of 

the government from Townley. The power and the severity of the blows Langer had 

delivered to the League must have also weighed heavy in their decision. 185 

In the months before and after he became candidate for governor, he kept up a 

ferocious speaking tour directed at the farmers. In January, he received word that the 

ideal time to speak in Williston would be at the livestock sale when "three to five 

hundred farmers from all over this section of the state" were in town. He hammered home 

184 
Weber, 103; Tweton in North Dakota Political Tradition, 110-111. 

185 Ibid. 

96 



the familiar theme of criticizing the NPL leaders while praising the program, often 

pointing out the Valley City and Scandinavian-American Bank scandals as indications of 

their corruption. 186 

Langer' s speeches again proved popular. Although he was making two to four 

speeches a day, he could not keep up with demand. He received one to five requests a day 

from people asking that he give a speech in their area. Well before the June 29 primary, 

he was booked solid. The Grand Forks Herald noted on June 22 that in the previous four 

weeks Langer had traversed 25,000 miles and spoke before 50,000 people. The paper also 

revealed the make up of the crowds he spoke before. These audiences, sometimes 

numbering as much as 2000 people, were approximately 80 percent farmers. Of that 

number, 50 percent were League members. 187 

As the campaign progressed, Langer' s correspondence resounded with excitement 

and activity. It was as if some climatic battle was waging. Indeed, Langer's headquarters 

made full use of military metaphors. His campaign managers began to call him "General 

Langer," often writing that he had the" 'Reds' on the run". And when, in late June, 

Townley had speakers come from other states to aid in the League campaign it was 

decried as a "foreign army invading the state."188 
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In one of his last public appeals before the primaries, Langer implored the state's 

citizens: 

North Dakota has asked little of you: today she calls for just ten days of your 
time. Out here on the prairies are thousands of farmers looking to the first streaks 
of dawn of the day when they shall have been ridded of the yoke of socialism and 
autocracy. Men and women of North Dakota---the answer lies with you. 

Again, the battle was not for William Langer but for the farmer. It was not only his duty, 

but also the duty of all North Dakotans to cast aside Townley and set them free. Despite 

his message and the vigorous campaign he used to drive it home, the power of the League 

proved too great. When the results of the June 3 0 primary were tallied, Langer lost to the 

incumbent Lynn Frazier by a vote of 5,414. However, the campaign had struck an 

ominous blow to the League. In 1918, Frazier had received a majority of 17,000 over his 

rival. In that same year, opponents of the League had only managed to nominate one 

candidate. The 1920 primary saw the nomination of not one but six opposition 

candidates, including Thomas Hall for Secretary of State and Carl Kositsky for State 

Auditor. However, as he reflected upon his ambitious and hard fought campaign these 

facts probably brought him cold comfort. His gambit had failed. 189 

After his defeat in the June, primaries Langer received many letters of consolation 

and encouragement. Most asked him not to give up the battle, one in particular advising 

that, "as a rule wars are never won in a single battle." Others wrote him asking that he run 

as an independent in the fall. He turned down these offers, claiming he had no support for 

189 Campaign circular, June 1920. Box 15, Folder 15, Langer Collection; Blackorby, 110; Saloutos, 197. 
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such a move. His correspondence for this period reflects a melancholic mood. It was his 

first defeat and it must have hurt. 190 

While the excitement that characterized his correspondence during the campaign 

was gone, he was still confident enough to write in early July that North Dakota "will 

clean out the bunch". However, that was not to be the League would retain its power in 

1920.191 

However, it won by a narrow margin. Many voters had lost confidence in the 

organization. Langer' s vigorous campaign of exposing the weaknesses of the League and 

questioning the character of its leadership undoubtedly contributed to this turn of public 

opinion. In 1921, when the I. V .A. initiated a recall election of state officials, Governor 

Frazier, along with the newly elected Attorney General William Lemke and 

Commissioner of Agriculture John Hagan, lost their offices. Another issue put to the vote 

was the fate of the state industries. The I.V.A. sought to eliminate the program of state 

ownership all together. In a testament to the popularity of the program and Langer's 

insight, the voters preserved it. While the leaders of the League fell from grace, the voters 

rallied around the program just as Langer knew they would. In a sense his plan did work, 

although it had not brought him to power. 192 

William Langer's attack on the Nonpartisan League reveals much about his 

ambitious personality. By January 1919, he began to cast covetous eyes towards the 
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office of governor. Is it a coincidence that in the same month he began a virulent 

campaign against the NPL hierarchy? The League was looking for a Cinncinatus to lead 

its program and he did not fit the bill. If he were to achieve the governorship, it would 

have to be without the support of Townley and other leaders. However, just because he 

did not have the upper echelons in his corner did not mean he could not win the support 

of League members. 

He knew that attacking the NPL would be a publicity bonanza. How could he 

bring recognition to himself as well as the highest position of political status within the 

state? He would launch sensational attacks and speaking tours to destroy the League 

leaders while championing its still popular platform. In essence, he turned his own 

personal agenda into a highly publicized fight for the original League program in an 

effort to win the state's farming constituency. He may very well have believed that the 

League leadership was bad for the state, but his actions reveal that he was working 

towards his own individual goals. He saw an opportunity for political advancement in the 

volatile conditions of 1919 and he acted upon it. 

Although his campaign resulted in defeat, he did not give up on capturing the 

League. He learned an important lesson between1916 and 1920. He realized that the 

farmers of North Dakota, once organized, could be a potent force in politics. Properly 

managed, they would be a voting bloc that assured victory for whatever office he chose, 

it was this latent power unleashed by the League that drew him. It was a siren call he 

could not resist. And it is really no surprise that in the decade that followed, he worked 

his way back into the League, taking control, and using it to achieve the state's highest 

office: the governorship and ultimately the senatorship. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

William Langer rose quickly in North Dakota politics. The young college 

graduate had written in 1911 that: 

I desire now to make a living and a record so I may one day become popular 
enough to be the most popular man in the state just like I was in college and be 
given some political office large enough to attract the notice of my former 
classmates in the East. 

By 1920, he had, for all practical purposes fulfilled these goals. While he failed to 

become governor, he was one of the most well known figures in North Dakota and had 

attracted national attention. In nine years, he had gone from an unknown attorney to a 

strong gubernatorial hopeful. To be sure, active campaigning and a network of friends 

layed their part, but underneath, the impetus had always been the need for recognition 

and status. This need manifested itself as an ambitious climb through the state's political 

ranks.193 

In Morton County, there was a severe problem with liquor violators that nobody 

dealt with in a serious fashion. Langer saw opportunity. He could have turned a blind eye 

as apparently, others had, but he did not. He chose to launch raid after raid, arresting 

hundreds in the process. It was the same with the school laws. Others had not enforced 

them. What did Langer do? He threatened dozens of parents with arrest. These actions 

193 Letter to Mrs. Charles M. Rolker from William Langer, May 18, 1911, Box 1, Folder 1, Langer 
Collection. 
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put him in the public spotlight earning him what one political author has deemed the 

"strongest of political currencies: name recognition." Indeed, one might ask oneself how 

common is it for a county state's attorney to achieve statewide "name recognition?"194 

With his name continually in the news over law enforcement, he quietly worked 

to gain the Non partisan League's endorsement for attorney general before launching a 

highly aggressive political campaign. Once in office, he repeated the publicity process he 

learned as state's attorney. The Minot liquor case, and the theatrics involved, show 

Langer in classic form, as does the East Grand Forks raid. He knew opportunity to get 

headlines when he saw it, and he grabbed it in a grandiose fashion. 

However, it was during his attack on the NPL that William Langer's status-driven 

personality was at its finest. He saw the power of the farmer in the 1916 and 1918 

elections. He knew what they were capable of once organized, and he wanted to harness 

that power for himself. Such a power in his comer could elevate him to the highest 

position of status within the state, the governorship. What better way to win the support 

of that voting bloc than to discredit the League hierarchy, while championing its farmer 

friendly program? Thus, he would not only have the adulation of North Dakota's largest 

constituency but the recognition generated by his insurrection as well. 

His desire for status brought him to the gubernatorial election of 1920. It also 

brought him defeat. However, that did keep William Langer down. Over the course of the 

next twelve years, he busied himself by working his way back into the League and 

eventually taking it over. By 1932, he used a newly reorganized NPL to secure the 

governorship. 

194 James L. Payne et al., The Motivation of Politicians (Chicago: Nelson-Hall Publishers, 1984), 47. 
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While governor, he maintained a public life of controversy and publicity. His 

mortgage moratorium and grain embargo of 1933, are prominent examples. During the 

moratorium for instance, he took the sensational step of calling out the National Guard to 

stop foreclosure sales. Both these measures earned him places in the nation's newspapers 

and the adulation of farmers. However, those actions paled in comparison to the 

extraordinary move he made in the summer of 1934. After a conviction for soliciting 

campaign funds from federal employees in Bismarck, Langer stalled his removal from 

office by issuing a declaration of independence for North Dakota and calling out the 

National Guard to maintain order. To say that is peculiar behavior for a public official is 

to put it mildly. 195 

His audacious activities resulted in popularity. He became United States Senator 

in 1940. As senator, his colleagues knew him as "the terrible Mr. Bang" for his childish 

antics on the Senate floor. In one instance, a senator stopped delivering his speech when 

Langer walked over and began pulling cigars from the man's pocket. He was notorious 

for impeding the proceedings of the Senate. He launched countless filibusters and in one 

case declared that he would vote against every bill put before the Senate. He also fostered 

the image of a "maverick" by disagreeing with his fellow Republicans on a regular basis. 

In 1947, he was deemed the "most chronic shifter," having voted against his Republican 

colleagues 37 times. In 1952, he offended the sensibilities of Republicans again by 

accompanying President Harry Truman on a whistle stop tour across North Dakota. He 
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always seemed to be the focus of controversy and he cared little if the publicity was good 

or bad. He seemed incapable of doing anything quietly. 196 

These examples suggest that there was a pattern of behavior that transcended the 

offices he held, a pattern that 'emerged in his early years. He was a man who constantly 

thrust himself upon the public. He simply wanted the world to take notice. This does not 

mean he did not believe in the things he did. Langer may very well have felt he was 

doing the right thing for the state when he strictly enforced the law and later tried to oust 

Townley. As political psychologist James L. Payne has pointed out" 'to live a lie' is 

psychologically taxing; few people - and few politicians - are able to do so to any 

extensive degree." There is really no reason not to believe that Langer thought his actions 

were right. However, whether he was sincere or not in his outspoken beliefs is beside the 

point. It was the methods he used to do the "right thing," that revealed the inner workings 

of the man. Countless politicians do what they feel is right without bringing statewide, 

and nationwide, attention to themselves. The manner in which William Langer conducted 

himself suggests that a need for recognition was key to his own personal platform. 197 

This examination of William Langer has shown an individual who, from an early 

age, strove to rise above his fellow citizens. He wanted the attention and status that only a 

political career could bring. Through a combination of opportunism, sensationalism, and 

aggressive campaigning, he achieved his goal while building a reputation unequaled in 

the annals of North Dakota politics. He truly became a North Dakota phenomenon. 

196 Eric P. Bergeson, "Wild Bill Goes To Washington: A Reassessment of the Senate Career of North 
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