fr
I. II-

LACROSSE

WISCONSIN STATE UNIVERSITY -

GRADUATE COLLEGE

Candidate:
I recommend accitance of this seminar paper to the Graduate
h of his candidate's requirements
College in partial fulfillment
The
_*
- -cd_
-v
'U/ _,a
for the degree
candidate has completed his o al seminar report.

a

Date

/7 7/

Seminar Pape

t

Advisor

This seminar paper is approved for the Graduate College:,/

i..

/

/.
/

-Date
I

I

CJ

<

/

,I'

' ..Collge
/
'Dean, Gradute

I
/

///Dean,
/'

raduate College

MILO KNUTSON
THE MAN AND THE MYTH

A Seminar Paper
Presented to
the Faculty of the Graduate College
Wisconsin State University at LaCrosse

In Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree
Master of Science in Teaching:
History - Social Science

by
James Anderson
June 1971

TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER I.

. 1

SURGE TO POPULARITY AND POLITICAL PROMINENCE,.

Factors Contributing to Milo Knutson's Success in
Gaining Election to Mayoralty of LaCrosse
CHAPTER II.

.

.

.

.

PROMISES AND ACTIONS?. .

.

.

.

25

.

Evelyn Hartley Case
Political Actions Versus Political Promises
Milo Knutson and Labor
KNUTSON AND EDUCATION.

CHAPTER III.

.

.........

..

33

Knutson's Policies Toward Education
Knutson's Tax Positions
CONCLUSION.

BIBLIOGRAPHY.

.

..

. .

.

.

.

.

.

..

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

46

.

.

.

. .

.

.

*

. . 4L8

LIST OF TABLES
Table
1.

Page
Unemployment Percentages in Wisconsin
and LaCrosse Between 1958 and 1965. . .

. .

2.

Teacher Salary Schedule 1955-1970. . . .

3.

Per Cent of LaCrosse's Budget Spent for
Schools 1955-1965.
.
. . . ......

4.
5.
6.

Student Enrollment in Public Schools
1955-1965. ..............
Comparative Expeditures of School
Districts, Ending June 1966. . . .

.

. .

LaCrosse Assessed Real Estate and
Personal Property tax, Tax Rate, and
Per Cent of Recommended Full Value,
1955-1965 . . . . . . . . . . .. . .

. 31

. .

34

38
..

. .

39
.

40

.. .. 41

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure

Page

1. LaCrosse Ward Boundaries Before
Reapportionment in 1965...
. .

......

.

...

19

2. Percentage Per Ward Supporting
Knutson in 1955 Election. .

.

.

..

. . ..

.

20

3. Socio-Economic Status Per Ward
Based Upon Estimated Housing. .

.

. . ...

21

4. Average Percentile Per Ward Supporting
Milo Knutson 1955-1965.

. . * .. . . . .

5. Voting Patterns Per Ward 1955-1965.

.:. .

22
.

. .

23

ABSTRACT

Milo Knutson came to LaCrosse in 1917 and established
himself as a news broadcaster.

Prior to his arrival he

had never held either an elective or appointed public
position.

Yet, he eventually sought and won the mayoralty

of LaCrosse, an office he maintained from 1955 to 1965.
His rise in local popularity can be attributed
to several personal and community factors.

Knutson's

dynamic personality, oratorical skills, and political
opportunism were his most important public assets.

The James

Christie Case, the Evelyn Hartley Case, conflict among
some community leaders, and the conservative temper of
LaCrosse Citizens provided a receptive social and political
climate for an ambitious person, such as Milo Knutson, who
held conservative views.
As a candidate in the 1955 election, Milo Knutson accused
community leaders of incompetence.

Subsequently, he made

political pledges to correct what he considered to be
existing abuses within the city.

Apparently anticipating

reforms, the majority of the community supported Knutson.
But the new mayor found himself in the same political situation,
that, as a candidate, he had accused his predecesors of

occupying.

Knutson failed to fulfill his political pledges

to reform the police department and to reconstruct city
government.

Once in office, he exhibited the same weaknesses

he had denounced in his predecessors.
The issue of public education became an effective

"tool"
gain':

which Knutson manipulated for his popular and political
Throughout his administration, his critics charged

that public education regressed because of insufficient money,
too few teachers, and inadequate school facilities.
The author concludes that Milo Knutson, seeking a
public career, took advantage of a timely series of events
to win election as mayor of LaCrosse.

His administration

was, however, a general failure in terms of his ability to
fulfill important campaign promises and in terms of his
support for important institutions within the community.

CHAPTER I
SURGE TO POPULARITY AND POLITICAL PROMIIENCE
Milo G. Knutson was born October 12, 1917, in Clear
Lake, Iowa. 1 Raised in this rural community, he graduated
from Clear Lake High School in 1935.2 lie then enrolled at
Mason City Junior College in 1935, attended class for
several months then left school in March of 1936.3
Subsequently, he entered Coe College, in Cedar Rapids, Iowa,
as a freshman and studied there from 1936 to 1938.4
Prior to coming to LaCrosse, Milo Knutson had not
involved himself in politics.

He had neither sought any

elective position, nor had he been appointed to any political
office.

But within a few years, he gained political power by

winning election as mayor of the city in 1955.

This

position he maintained for a decade.

1 General

family information is not obtainable. Larly
in 1969, Mr. Milo Knutson agreed to be interviewed for this
research project. However, after a series of unsuccessful
attempts by writer to schedule the interview, Mr. Knutson
refused to honor his commitment.
ie explained that "he did
not want to open himself to other interviews by other people
by submitting to this [writer't s interview." Therefore, this
paper has not benefited from Mr. ihnutson's comments.
2 LaCrosme
3 Notes

Tribhnp, January 2, 1955.

of telephone call, Mason City Junior College,

June 3, 1969.
UNotes of telephone call, Coe College, June 3, 1969.

2
Milo Knutson t s distinctive rise in local popularity
can be attributed to several personal and community
characteristics. These factors are as follows: his personality;
his speaking and communicative abilities; the social climate
and political instability within LaCrosse just prior to 1955;
his involvement in controversial community affairs; the
socio-economic and political make-up of LaCrosse; and his
campaign style.
Mr. Knutson had a dynamic personality, aid great charm.
He was soft-spoken, energetic, well-mannered, and capable
of conducting himself in a business like fashion. In essence,
Milo Knutson could project an excellent personal image.
From 1948 to 1954, Knutson was manager and news
commentator"5 for radio station WLCX, LaCrosse.

In 1954,

he moved across town to take a similar position at WKTY
radio station.
skills.

Knutson had impressive speaking and communicative

He spoke concisely, clearly, and fluently, yet often

in an emotional tone.

Being both news manager and commentator,

he was capable of influencing the style of news broadcasts.
According to his critics he used his oratorical skills to
"court" LaCross t s politically and socially conservati-ve
attitudes long before he sought a political position.

5Hokah Chief, editorial, April 16, 1953.

3
When he ran for office, Knutson further used his experience
as a radio broadcaster to attack effectively his other political
opponents. He did this often and well.
Another

factor that helped account for Knutson's

successful quest for public office was the political instability
in LaCrosse between 1952 and 1955.

A federal grand jury

investigation of vice, a John Doe probe of gambling, disputes
within and public dissatisfaction with the police department,
and activities of a special committee created by the
LaCrosse Common Council to investigate possible

corruption

within LaCrosse government all generated public unrest and
suspicion of established community leaders.
A federal grand jury investigation conducted in
Madison, Wisconsin, in May 1952, "...to investigate the
possibility of organized crime in the state...." initiated
7
this series of unusual political events.
LaCrosse District
Attorney John Bosshard and Police Chief George Long testified
before the grand jury.

Later, on May 8, four LaCrosse police

officers who expressed their willingness to give information also
submitted evidence to the grand jury. They were Captain
William Boma, Captain Leo Kihm, Patroman James Christie,

6 Two

prominent critics used as a source of observation
of Knutson's style of broadcasting were former City Attorney
Fred Steele, and Harry Blair, former chairman of Special
Investigating Committee.
7 LaCrosse

Tribune, May 8, 1952.

and Patrolman Gregory Yehle. 8
After its investigation the grand jury suggested that:
Some Rambling has occurred at LaCrosse in
recent years and those who were active in it
have remained in the city. We believe from
evidence we have heard that it should be suggested
to state authorities that the relationship of
9
these men with city police officials be examined.
The federal grand jury based its findings on evidence
presented for the period from 1936 to 1946.

Limiting the

importance of its report was the six-year statute of
limitations on prosecuting criminal violations of the law.
Nevertheless, the state Attorney's Office directed DistrAct
Attorney John Bosshard to conduct a John Doe investigation
within the community to confirm or to reject the allegations
10
of the federal grand jury. l

The John Doe probe started May 23, 1952.

It was

conducted in closed session before the presiding official,
County Judge Roy V. Ahlstrom, of LaCrosse.

District

Attorney Bosshard, Alice Moore, special hearing reporter,
and the called witnesses were the only persons allowed into the
hearings before the judge.

Judge Ahlstrom required that all

testimony be kept secret and witnesses were tightly bound to
the penalties of perjury.

In addition, witnesses were not

James Christie, former Policeman with City
of LaCrosse, taped interview, July 1, 1970. All similar
citations will be cited in this manner. Tapes are in
8 Ibid,;

possession of writer.
9 LaCrosse
1 0 Ibid.,

Tribune, May 12, 1952.

May 23, 1952.

allowed legal counsel without the consent of Judge Ahlstrom.
Approximately one hundred people testified, but none
11
of the allegations of the federal grand jury was confirmed.

"Only a few warrants were issued and they had to do with
individual acts, and were not part of any syndicated effort
in the cormiunity." 1 2 While the John Doe hearings, completed
toward the end of June 1952, did not lead to indictment of
any members of the LaCrosse Police Force, both it and the
federal grand jury investigated conditions within the
Department.

Subsequently, citizens in the community were

to become more aware of and concerned with the problems of
their local law enforcement agency.
Both investigations were followed by a raid by Police
Captain Forest Clark, sheriff's officials, and Assistant
District Attorney Philip Arneson, on the Amvets Club,
417 South 3rd Street, on November 19, 1952.

In LaCrosse County

Court, "...the organization was found guilty of having
football tip boards in its club rooms." 13 A city police officer,
Patrolman James Christie, was at the Amvets Club when it
was raided.

He was charged with gambling and temporarily

suspended from the police force.

City Attorney Fred E. Steele

llIbid.
2 Attorney

John Bosshard, conversation over telephone;
notes in author's possession, July 7, 1970.
1 3 LaCrosse

Tribune, November 22, 1952.

6
then filed formal charges against Patrolman Christie
through a citizen complaint.

Hearings before the Police and

Fire Commission were set for January 5, 1953.14
The Christie arrest generated renewed interest and
concern within the LaCrosse Common Council, about the
quality of police operations and the general tone of
government in LaCrosse.

On December 26, 1952, during the

interim of James Christie's suspension and the hearings before
the Police and Fire Commission, the Council created a special
committee to act in the interest of "
morals of the City.i'":l

'the peace and good

The Council asked the committee to

analyze all agencies of City government, including the
dilemma within the police department.
special committee were:

Members of that

Aldermen Walter Roth, Hubert

Schleiter, Oscar Harebo, temporary chairman,1 6 Harry Blair,
Emil Schultz and R. M. Larkin.17
On January 5, 1953, the LaCrosse Police and Fire
Cormission began its hearing of charges against James Christie.
According to the LaCrosse Tribune, controversy and hostility
permeated the proceedings as prosecution and defense exch'anged

1 4 Ibid.,
5

January 4, 1953.

bid., December 27, 1952.

16Oscar Harebo was appointed temporary chairman of the

Special Investigating Committee by Mayor Ahrens. Harry
Blair eventually became permanent chairman of the committee.
1 7 LaCrosse

Tribune, May 27, 1952.

7
accusations, verbal disputes, claims and counter claims at
one another.

On January 16, to the dismay of the LaCrosse

Tribune, the Police and Fire Commission declared a mistrial
and dismissed the charges against James Christie.

In part,

the board stated:
The board of police and fire commissoners
find that during the several days of the hearing
many incidents occurred within the Council room
and without, which serve to reflect heavy prejudice
for and against the parties to this controversy.
Inexcusable demonstrations on part of the public
attending the hearing served to emphasize the deep
feeling and emotional conflict relating to charges
brought. The entire hearing up to the adjournment
was supercharged with this emotional atmosphere.
The board further finds because of the inherent
intimidation, the raucous demonstrations, the high
feeling engendered demonstrated through overt actions
even on part of the defendant, that it cannot fairly
determine the iBsues contained in the charges brought
by the elector.
At least one observer believed that the high feeling over
the case was due in part to the success of pressure groups
in convincing the community that religious differences among
members of the police department were behind Christie's
prosecution.

This was not true.

But as Harry Blair remembered

the controversy, reactions to the Christie Case by various
religious and fraternal organizations, by the news media
and particularly Milo Knutson, "suggested" that religion

1Ibid., January 16, 19 3.

was a factor in explaining alleged job discrimination
against Catholics. 19
After the Police and Fire Commission halted its
inquiries, the Common Council Investigating Committee met
jointly with the Commissioners on January 26.

The Council

Committee maintained that the Police and Fire Commission
was "qualified and ... in a position to render a fair and just
decision on any charges preferred."2 0 Following this declaration,
both the Police Commission and Investigating Committee continued
to meet jointly to consider the status of the department
and the Christie Case.

But on February 12, all members of the

Police and Fire Commission who originally heard the Christie
Case in January resigned, "'...in order to remove any possibility
for a 'legal barrier' to further hearings or proceedings.'"21
Later that same day, on recommendation of the Special Investigating
Committee, the Common Council ordered the investigation of
James Christie continued by the police chief and directed the
22
mayor to appoint a new Police and Fire Commission.

19Harry Blair, taped interview, June 19, 1969.
2 0 LaCrosse

Tribune, January 27, 1953.

2 1 Ibid.,

February 12, 1953.

2 2 Ibid.,

February 13, 1953.

9
Two days later, on February 14, Christie's attorney,
Thomas H. Skemp asked for and received a temporary injunction
from Court Commissioner Alice Moore, to prevent the LaCrosse
city government from enacting the two proposals of the
Common Council of February 12.

however, the temporary injunction

was vacated on February 24, by Circuit Judge Lincoln
Neprud.

Neprud maintained that the "police powers" of

the city government should not be impaired.

its action

would not cause irreparable damage to the complaintant James
Christie.23
Upon receiving the court's decision, Skemp filed
a suit against city officials.

ilembers of the Common

Council's Special Investigating Committee, Aayor Henry
Ahrens, City Attorney Fred E. Steele, and Police Chief Long
all received subpoenas.24 Skemp's purpose was to prevent
the Council's proposals of February 12 from being carried out.
But, city officials maintained that they had the prerogative
to continue the investigation of Christie because the first Police
and Fire Commission did not decide his guilt or innocence.
Because Skemp filed an affadavit of prejudice against
Judge Neprud, Circuit Judge Arthur Kopp from Platteville,
presided over the case.

Eventually, on March 28, Judge Kopp

2 3 Ibid.,

February 24, 1953.

24 Ibid.

February 25, 1953.

10

granted a decision favorable to the city, pointing out
that despite Christie's charges, "..there

is no issue of

fact for the court to try."25
aWhile awaiting Judge Kopp's decision,

on March 25,

6
Mayor Ahrens appointed a second Police and Fire Commission.2

In addition, on March 27,

James Christie filed a formal

complaint with District Attorney John Bosshard against
Captain Clarence Koblitz.

Christie contended that Captain

Koblitz colmritted perjury on January 7, while testifying
before the Police and Fire commission.
that the patrolman

testified

"The captain

took more than the permissible

amount of time on October 21 and 24"127 to eat lunch.
Captain Koblitz was suspended by Police Chief George Long
from the police department pending the investigation of the
accusations.

However, after a lengthy trial,

he was found innocent of ChristieI's

on July 10,

harges.2 8

In the course of events, during the month of March,
the community prepared for the mayoralty election set for

April.

The Christie case had been "...injected openly into

the mayoralty contest by a 16-member group known as the
"LaCrosse Citizens Committee." T2 9 Marshall A. Goff, former

2 SIbid.,

March 26,

1953.

2 6 Ibid.,

March 25,

1953.

27

March 27, 1953.

Ibid.,

2bIbid.,

July 10,

2 9 Minneapolis

1953.

Tribune, April 5, 1953.

11
army officer and teacher at LaCrosse State College, was
secretary of the organization, and beginning March 19,
he and other members of the committee issued a number of
green handbills titled "Hear Yef Hear YeUL

lJ',:-."

Hear

distributed them throughout the city of LaCrosse.

The

green sheet attacked Mayor Ahrens:-' administration, defended
Christie and attacked those public officials handling his
case.
issue.

The handbills made "secrecy" in government a major
The last issue of "Hear Yelt", issued April 4,

while denying that its authors were campaigning for any
candidate, endorsed Charles Beranek for mayor.
later.agreed that

Beranek

'...the green sheet was not a political

paper on my behalf."30 Despite the spread of the green
handbills and the controversy within the conmmunity at that

time, Mayor Henry Ahrens regained the mayoralty in April 1953.
Due to the content of the material within the "tLreen

sheet" and the activity of the "LaCrosse Citizens Committee",
the State later charged sixteen persons with violating
Wisconsin's Corrupt Practices Act.31 Fourteen of the
individuals disassociated themselves with any actions of
the committee.

But Marshall A. Goff and William 0. Hanson

were- convicted;:
lateri imn the- yearo-r
for- filue to

register

the LaCrosse Citizens Committee as a political organization
and for distributing the green sheet improperly.

3 0 Charles

Beranek, former mayor of LaCrosse,
interview, July 5, 1970.
3 1 LaCrosse Tribune, April 8,

1953.

private

12
After James Christie's appeal before Circuit Judge
Kopp was turned down, he appealed his case to the Wisconsin
Supreme Court.

But in early December, 1953, it upheld

Kopp's decision.3

2

Eventually, the Christie Case came to an

end on December 9, 1954, when the Common Council rescinded
its previous order to the police chief to file charges
against the officer.3 3 The innocence or guilt of Patrolman
James Christie was never determined.
Another incident that contributed to an unsettled
community climate was the Evelyn Hartley Case.

Evelyn

Hartley, a fifteen year old girl, was abducted while
baby-sitting on October 24, 1953.

According to the Council

Committee Chairman, Harry Blair, the police department
inefficently handled the whole investigation, and in his
opinion, during the many months in which the abductor was
at large, the public became aroused and angry with police
operations.34
On October 7, 19j54, after investigating the various
agencies of city government, the police department, the
Special Investigating Committee submitted its final report.
"The Common Council meeting as a committee of the whole,
5
then by unanimous vote approved the final report by the committee.'3

32Ibid., December 2, 1953.
33Ibid., December 10, 1954.
34Harry Blair, taped interview, June 19, 1969.
35LaCrosse Tribune, October 8, 1954.

13
In general terms, the report criticized police policies
and procedures, emphasized the critical morale problem
that existed within the department, and offered corrective
measures.
Thus between 1952 and 195, a number of controversial
incidents generated political instability and deep division
within the community.

The nature of the John Doe probe and

the hearings of the Common Council investigating committee
raised the possibility that "political intrigue" and secrecy
existed within the city government.

The James Christie Case

revealed a political struggle among various segments in
the community, created the false impression that Catholics
were being persecuted and in the opinion of one observer,
led some individuals and factions to try to better
themselves as a result of it. 3 6 Patrolman James Christie
became a symbol of conflicting preferences-of religion and
politics-which people could 'identify with or reject, and
the police department problem created an image of incompetency
which reflected on the entire community.

The Hartley Case

aroused public fear about a breakdown in police protection
and complicated the other problems before the city.

Such

were the community issues that Milo Knutson aptly grasped
onto in his bid for public office.

3 6 Harry

These same factors

Blair, taped interview, June 19, 1969.

14
contributed to the success of Knutson's campaign for the
mayoralty in 1955.
To build his local following, Knutson took a position
on controversial matters by slanting his news broadcast
through his emphasis in tone or through his phrasing of
the news.

He "...won and lost friends daily as he gave

out acid comments on the city situation, sparing few
individuals on one side of the political fight." 3 7
At the initiation of the Common Council Special
Investigating Committee, individuals appearing before the
Committee were entitled to have an attorney, and a reporter
was always present when the committee was in session.

The

gatherings were closed to the public to protect the integrity
of individuals appearing before the committee, and the
committee refused to issue any press releases.3

As Harry

Blair and Hubert Schleiter, members of the Special Investigating
Committee remember it, during the two years of this inquiry,
Knutson made unrelenting and

vehement attacts on

the committee over the radio, accusing it of operating in
secret. 3 9 When obtaining information from a member of the
committee, he would distort the data to serve

3 7 Ibid.,

Hokah Chief, April 16, 1953.

38Hubert Schleiter, former Common Council president
and member of Special Investigating Committee, taped
interview, May 24, 1969.
39Ibid.; Harry Blair, taped interview, June 19, 1969.

his purpose.
I cooperated at all times up to a certain point.
Until one day he came out with a broadcast that kept
getting worse...that he would warp the facts to suit
his own readings, that so I told him in no uncertain
terms that he need not call me again, that I would
not speak to him about what went on at these meetings.
of the actual testimony
I did not disclose a
that they gave us. ..
The James Christie Case was another issue which
At the Police and Fire Commission

Knutson took up as his own.

Knutson briefly introduced

on January 5, 1953,

hearing,

himself to James Christie,

stating,

I'm going to investigate

behind this. *that meets the eye.
this all the way throiogh."

41

"Gee, there must be more

But Knutson did not align

himself with Christie because of any personal friendship,
nor did he have any further contact :with James Christie
throughout the long case.

4

2 "It was during the trial

of

this action before the Police and Fire Cormission that Mr.
Knutson made a terrific political issue out of insignificant
n 43
events which were taking place."

During the study of the police problem,

promient

individuals in LaCrosse and some members of the news media
claimed that fraternal and religious associations contributed

4

Hubert Schleiter,

taped inerview, IMay 24, 1969.

4

J.ae.s Christie, taped interview,

42

Ibid.,

3 Fred
P

July 2, 1970.

Steele,
May 20, 1969.

July 2, 1970.

-

former City Attorney,

taped interview,

16
to the morale problem within the department.

Supposedly,

promotions and preferential treatment were handed out in
accordance with religious or fraternal bias.

Although the

Council's investigating committee discounted those factors
in its report, Knutson "...in

his commentaries...would
"Then

say it did exist or it was his belief it existed."

of course the public figured that it automatically did." 4L
The various issues of "Hear Yer'distributed in 1953
But Knutson

contained large amounts of misleading information.
associated himself with'the pamphlet's position.

"He

gave credence to the 'green sheet' statements by the prominence
to that kind of news onehis broadcasts."45 As a result,
Knutson was "...one

of the biggest personalities to appear

out of the smoke and fire of the Christie-election- green
t.46
sheet, conglagration CsicJ .... "4
Throughout the months of the Evelyn Hartley Case,
Knutson consistently described the case over radio.
Critical of the manner in which the police department
conducted the investigation, he used its presumed incompetence
to associate himself with public unhappiness and insecurity.

44-Harry Blair, taped interview, June 19, 1969.
45John Bosshard, notes of telephone call, July 7,
46Hokah Chief, editorial, April 16, 1953.

1970.

17
This is adequately described by Harry Blair:
The case was poorly handled from the start
as our report stated and as we commented on
several times. Milo had this information and he
was "hamraering" away at it daily. It was another
issue Milo grabbed and "hammered" away on the
public.47
During these few years Knutson became a recognized
figure in the community.

Introduced to prominent members

of the "LaCrosse Citizens Committee" and other factions
that "supported" Christie's cause, he finally won the
favor of Charles Beranek and his political supporters.

In

referring to the 1955 mayoralty election, Charles Beranek
later claimed, "My gang supported Milo in 1955.48
Fundamentally, Milo Knutson, through his commentaries
and his direction of news, reinforced misconceptions of
various community events.

In so doing he built himself a

powerful political image in LaCrosse, gained access to
potent public supporters, and began his electoral carper.
In an politically opportunistic way, he astutely selected a
position on an issue which he believed to be beneficial to
him.

He added to his political prestige by effectively

questioning the integrity of public officials through
his news commentaries.

47Harry Blair, taped interview, June 19, 1969.
-8Charles Beranek, interview, July 5, 1970.

18
Another factor contributing to Knutson's political
success was the socio-economic and political character of the
LaCrosse community. sApproximately forty percent of the
people in the community were Catholic, forty percent were
Luthera, and the other twenty percent were of different
religious denominations. 4

Traditionally, the citizens of

LaCrosse were politically conservative.
In his 1955 campaign for mayor, Knutson won decisively
those wards which were on the lower socio-economic level
and within areas of heavy Catholic populations.

In addition,

Mr. Knutson either won or did exceedingly well in the wards
that Charles Beranek carried in 1953.
The last important factor that helped Knutson win
the mayoralty was his style of campaigning. "Mr.

Knutson

seized upon issues destined to be popular in any campaign."
Consequently, "..bhe

caught the high curve of voterst

susceptibility to them." He campaigned on many issues that

49Telephone conversation made to the Chamber of Commerce,
July 6, 1970. It is assumed that the religion percentage has
remained relatively stable since 1955.

50
50 There

are a large number of Catholics living in the
wards that gave the greatest su-port to Milo Knutson, as
reflected of the percentage breakdown per ward, using author's
criteria of real estate assestment, between 195-1965. The
greatest Catholic density was in these wards. Data received
from the Chancery Office, LaCro9s.§,l-Jtl1
10, 1970.
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were relevant to the political handbills "Hear Ye!" for
example "secrecy in government." 51 he attempted to destroy the
integrity of his opponents by questioning their moral
character and political reputation. 52 "The election came at a
time of public restiveness built up over the years, in a
53
growing atmosphere of discord over many issues."

Such were the conditions and events that contributed
to Knutson's propularity in LaCrosse.

Benefiting from this

public acclaim, he established a firm political foundation
and won the mayoralty in 1955.

Wiith the time suitable for

needed reforms and the community quite receptive to his
political pledges, Milo Knutson had the opportunity to bring
about changes ;'ithin LaCrosse.

51 LaCrosse

Tribune, editorial, April 6, 1955.

52Knutson's campaign advertisement, LaCrosse Tribune,
April L, 1955.
5 3 LaCrosse

Tribune, editorial, April 6, 1955.

CHAPTER II
Promises and Actions?
When commenting on the news over the radio, Knutson
created a public image which made him popular in the community.
He used these issues in the 1955 mayoralty campaign.

As

a candidate, Milo Knutson pledged to resolve the dilemmas
of the City, and after winning the election, he had the
opportunity to fulfill his promises.

Mr. Knutson claimed,

1"1 have been long disturbed by the manner in which civic

matters have been dealt with by the present administration,
but: I must not only feel and talk about this disatisfaction
but must do something actively to change it.

t54

Evelyn Hartley Case:
Although Knutson did not interject a promise to
solve the Hartley Case in the mayoralty campaign, he
criticized for months the manner in which the police conducted
the investigation.

While mayor of LaCrosse, Knutson had

the chance to aid the Hargrave Secret Service, a private
investigating agency from Milwaukee, when the Hartley Case
was reopened in November 19d.55

54LaCrosse Tribune, January 6, 1955.
5 5 Hartley

Case, Hargrave Secret Ser-vice, Milwaukee,
1959, p.l. on file at WLCX Radio Station, LaCrosse.
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On December 1, 1958, private investigators contacted
the maynr.

"Mr. Knutson expressed the feelings that he

was very happy this agency had been retained on this case,
promising his and the city officials full coperation."
In respect to data pertinent to the case, Knutson,
"...invited an agent to his home to get the files compiled
by Mr. A.M. Josephesen, the criminal investigator who had
been assigned to the case." Later Knutson indicated to
the agent, "not to come to his home for the records he
had in his possession...as they were packed away in the
attic and he would bring these records to the hotel, within
the next few days."

But, "...at

no time were these records

made available to this agency throughout the investigation."5 6
Political Pledges:
Throughout the months of the Common Council Special
Investigating Committee's sessions, Knutson attacked the
conduct of the hearings and claimed that the Committee was
practicing "secrecy in government", in trying to resolve
problems within city government and within the police
department.

As a candidate for mayor in 1955, Knutson,

"'...charged that the current administration has treated
with a thead in the sand' attitude [sic) toward police department
problems and promised to remedy the 'deplorable situation.'"57

56Ibid., p. 1.
57LaCrosse Tribune, January 6, 1955.
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The Committee's report was finished and accepted unanimously
by the Common Council in 1954.

During his campaipn, Knutson

promised to follow through with suggestions

of the report.

But to the dismay of Harry Blair, Knutson, as mayor, did
not publicly ask for these changes.
I think one of the things that hurt the
committee most, many, many of the items requested
in the report were not taken care of. In other
words, Milo had "hammered" away on this for almost
two years, yet when he became mayor, he had the
opportunity and chance to follow through on our
report; he took a small phase of it, and that was it.58
The major changes, suggested in the report, were not instituted
until January 1967.59 Actually, the Police and Fire
Commission had supervision of the police department, not
the mayor, as Knutson led the public to believe.

There

was nothing that he could have done, as mayor, to rearrange
the police department.

In that sense, his promise to

correct the situation was purely campaign oratory.
While campaigning, Knutson "...critized what be termed
flagrant abuses in city legislative proceedings....",
charging "...that

there is secrecy and camouflage in the

City Hall ...*-nd compared its operation to that of a
venetian blind. 60 But during the Fair Association controversy,

5 6 Harry

Blair, tapad inrterview, June 19, 1969.

59Interview with Police Chief Wold, July 17, 1970.
60LaCrosse Tribune, March 17,

1955.
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in 1956, Knutson vetoed a Common Council proposal granting
ninety thousand dollars to the Association.

He then,

according to Hubert Schleiter, "...called this secret
meeting at his own home in order to get the seven votes
to defeat the two-thirds rule which it takes to overide
a veto."

61

Ironically, this proposal to grant a subsidy to

the Fair Association was one that Knutson helped to formulate
while on the Council committee, and one which he had publicly
supported.

Throughout his administration, Knutson hastily

called the Common Council in session, when he though it
advantageous for him.

Again, according to Hubert Schleiter,

during the Common Council sessions, Knutson violated
basic legislative decorum by rudely interrupting speakers. 6 2
Knutson, during the 195

campaign, stated that he

was for "'...elimination of interference and lobbying by
executive personal in city legislature,'"

63

During the

first few years of his administration the city engaged in
extensive public road construction.

The plans and bids

for this public project were completed before Knutson became
mayor, and use of concrete was a necessary specification
to fulfill Highway Commission and Wisconsin statute
requirements in order to receive state monies for construction.

6 lHubert

Schleiter, taped interview, May 24, 1969. For
further background on the Fair controversy :refer to page 36.
62Ibid.
63LaCrosse Tribune, March 17, 1955.
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Although, Knutson stated that "...he favored asphalt, all
things considered, including that it is less expensive,"
be thought that "...a check into advantages of both types
should be made before the city does more surfacing." 64
On May 9,

1957, Knutson called a meeting of the Common

Council to consider the possibility of paving Losey
Boulevard with asphalt.

However, the Common Council

unanimously again approved the use of concrete.

The

questionable aspect of Knutson's action was that in the
eyes of his critics he was "...promoting this type of asphalt
material for that street paving knowing full well who
would get the contract." 6 5 Mathy Construction Company
received the majority of asphalt resurfacing jobs. 66
Knutson,

whle campaigning, pledged "...changing of the

municipal government from a mayor-aldermanic type to a city
manager form of administration..." 6 7 But this structural
change within city government was not brought about.

One

change considered to modify city government was a proposal

64Ibid., May 10, 1957.
65Hubert Schleiter, -taped, int.erview, May 24, 1969.
6 6 Based

on the number of contracts between 1954-1960
as cited in City Clerk's records.
6 7 LaCrosse

Tribune, April 6, 1955.
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to provide for a full-time mayor.

But on November 13, 1956,

Knutson vetoed a bill providing for "a full-time mayor who
would be expressly prohibited from employment by any person,
firm, or corporation during term of office." 6 8 As part of
his plan for reorganization of city government, Knutson
promised to remove City Attorney Fred Steele; but Steele
remained until he retired in 1957, after twenty years of
service. 6 9 After pledging, "'my administration will never be
a servant of selfish interests...'"

70

Knutson appointed

former Mayor Charles Beranek to the Board of Appeals in
1956-.71 This appointment was apparently fulfillment of a
political debt.

No major reforms in city governmBnt occurred

throughout Knutson's administrations.
Throughout the 1955 campaign Knutson led the working
man to believe that he supported the laborer's cause.

In

the latter two-thirds of his administrations, unemployment
in LaCrosse was about thirty percent higher than that
throughout the state during the same period of time.

This

rate of unemployment produced friction in labor-management
relations.

68Ibid., November 13, 1956.
6 9 Fred

Steele, taped interview, May 20, 1969.

70LaCrosse Tribune, January 6, 1955.
7 1 Charles

Beranek, interview, July 5, 1970.
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TABLE I
72
Wisconsin Unemployment
Percent

73
LaCrosse Unemployment
Percent

Year
1958
1959

5.1
3.2

10.1
8.9

1960

3.9

8.5

1961

5.0

7.2

1962

3.9

6.3

1963

3.8

6.1

1964

3.5

5.7

1965

3.0

5.0

Throughout the bitter disputes between labor and management
during his administration, Knutson intruded in the confrontations, claiming that "...he would intervene in any strike

74
whether... he was invited to intervene or not."

He involved

himself in the Autolite and Trane Company strikes in 1961,
and stated that "he was pro-management when trying to keep
Autolite from closing its LaCrosse Plant."

75

Knutson justified

his intervention into labor problems by explaining that "...a

small handful of arrogant labor leaders under outside influence
have done harm to this community, and the working

people

7 2 Wisconsin

Industrial Commission. Wisconsin
Economic Indicators. (Madison: Industrial Commission
Statistical Division and unemployment Compensation
department, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1966), p. 4.
7 3LaCrosse

County Industrial Development Council,
Northern States Power Company, An Industrial Location
Study of the City and County of LaCrosse, Wisconsin,
(LaCrosse, Northern States Power Company, 1969), P. 18.
7 4 LaCrosse
7 5 Ibid.

Tribune

March 1, 1963.
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they were supposed to protect in their jobs."76

Thile

Knutson appeared to be in favor of labor when campaigning,
as mayor he supported business.

An example of this was when

Knutson defended Northern Engraving in its labor dispute
in 1962; Northern Engraving was owned by Charles D. Gelatt,
a local businessman, who gave substantially to Knutson's
campaigns.

Many "corporate families" proprietors, or company

managers within the community who owned and managed businesses
employing numerous people supported Knutson. 7 7
Many LaCrosse voters presumably expected social and
political changes when they voted for Knutson, but they received
only political gestures.

Milo Knutson's political pledges

became hollow idioms and a mockery of the intellectual integrity
of the voters in the community.

In April, 1965, Knutson

observed that "it has become the ultimate in dishonesties in
politics today to promise people benefits from government,
while at the same time deceiving them into believing that
they don't have to pay for them."78 A similar charge can be
directed at his administration.

his image, over time, relied

more upon myth than substance.

76Milo G. Knutson, tape recording of television speech, 1963.
7 7 Based

on 1964 and 1968 Milo Knutson's Election
Financial Statements. Even though earlier financial reports
are not available, it is assumed these individuals supported
Knutson for a mumber of years. Other important contributors
were: James Gelatt, John Elliot, Henry Funk, Romeo Denzer,
Thomas Hancock, Norman L. Gillette, Fredrick Funk, Jerry
Heberlein.
78Milo Knutson, audio-tape of radio speech from WKTY
station, Aoril 1965.

CHAPTER III
Knutson and Education
In the 1955 campaign Knutson made several corm[tanemts-:
on public education.

As the newly elected mayor, he had

the majority of individuals in education supporting him.
But, as mayor, Knutson completely reversed the attitudes
he held toward education when he was a candidate in 1955.
During the mayoralty campaign, the Tribune

quoted Knutson

as saying that "...the school system has lost outstanding
educators, others are contemplating leaving and more will
leave in the future."79 He declared that, "this exodus is
purely an economic problem. 1 8 0 Educators..."must and will
under my administration be paid the salary to which the
importance and profession entitles them."'18

The following

table shows the pay scale of teachers from 1955 to 1970.

79LaCrosse Tribune, January 6, 1955.
8 0Ibid.
8 lIbid.
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TABLE II
Teacher Salary Schedule 82
School
Year

Bachelor s
Degree

Master's
Degree

__

_

1955-1956

3,200

1956-1957

3,600

3,500

1957-1958

3,800

4,000

1958-1959

4,000

4,200

1959-1960

4,100

4,300

1960-1961

4,100

4,300

1961-1962

4,400

4,700

1962-1963

4,500

4,800

$

3,400

1963-196LL

4,900

1964-1965

5,000

1965-1966

4,800

5,100

1966-1967

5,250

5,550o

1967-1968

5,450

5,750

1968-1969

6,400

7,000

1969-1970

6,660

7,260

_

__

8 2Teacher

__

Salary Schedules, 1955-1970, submitted
On file with LaCrosse School Board.
by LaCrosse School Board.

During Knutson's administration there was a twenty-eight
percent increase in salaries in the first five years for
teachers with bachelor's and master's degrees.

But, in

the five years following Knutson's term as mayor, the salary
for a teacher with bachelor's degree increased forty-six
percent, and the salary for a teacher with a master's degree
increased thirty-one percent.

The larger increase in

teacher salaries can be attributed in part to the decision
of teachers to organize as a complete bargaining unit in
1968.

In addition, this larger pay increase of LaCrosse

teachers may be explained as a trend, whereby teachers'
salaries were increasing substantially during this period.
But, as mayor, Knutson several times vetoed proposed'
increases in teachers' salaries.

Consequently, throughout

his administration, Knutson crystallized public opinion for
himself by keeping teacher salaries low, a politically
advantageous position in the LaCrosse community.
Another incident whereby Knutson unsuccessfully tried
to hinder education was the Fair Association controversy
in 1956.

The Common Council on September 8, 1955 voted to

offer specific areas in the fairgrounds to the state for
LaCrosse State College expansion in return for $90,000 for
the facilities on the property.

"It was understood.at

that time that the Council agreed with the recommendations
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of the committee for college expansion and was to reimburse
the fair association the $90,000 for the buildings." 83
Later, Knutson reversed his position and claimed that the
'90,000 was to go to the city, not to the Fair Association,
thus jeopardizing the entire negotiation.

On May 16, 1956,

Knutson vetoed the Council resolution for the conveyance of
land in the fairgrounds to the State Gollege Board of, Regents,but
the Council overrode his veto.

Nevertheless, Knutson used

the issue to gain political support and to solidify his
anti-educational positions
In the 1955 campaign, Knutson maintained that
"...the city needs new and more schools...."84 After two
years as mayor, Knutson did not alter the "educational
plight" in LaCrosse.

In 1957, a federal survey showed that

"...less money is being spent for education in LaCrosse in
proportion to its school population, then is expended in
most other cities.

The survey also indicated that the

amount of money spent on education was "...less

than was

spent in most cities in the nation, irrespectable of size....t,85
Knutson perpetuated this educational climate in LaCrosse.

83LaCrosse Tribune, April 8, 1956. Milo Knutson was on
that comittee that formulated that proposal, which be also
publicly supported.
84Ibid., IMarch 17, 1955.
8 5 Ibid.,

January 17, 1957.
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In 1962, he unsuccessfully argued against needed additions
to Lincoln, Longfellow, and Logan Junior High Schools.
The new Central High School had a planned student capacity
of 1525, but it was overcrowded in the year it opened in 1967.86
This lack of concern for education by Mr. Knutson
was reflected in the city's expediture per year for education.

8 6North

Central Association of Colleges and Secondary
Schools, Report of Evaluation of Central High School, LaCrosse,
Wisconsin, LaCrosse, Wisconsin, November 1, 196 . No page
number given in the document.
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TABLE III
Cityts Share of 0 7
Public School Tax

Total City
Budget
_

Per Cent City
Budget Spent for
Schools

__

__

Year

1955

4,617,885

1,774,344

34%

1956

5,090,730

1,885,819

36%

1957

5,465,605

1,960,840

35%

1958

5,716,806

2,200,882

38%

1959

5,713,291

2,209,627

38%

1960

5,894,046

2,293,576

39%

1961

6,219,531

2,526,851

40%

1962

6,373,024

2,499,541

39%

1963

6,653,166

2,661,667

39%

1964

6,966,188

2,690,693

39%

1965

7,103,785

2,898,996

40%

__

$

I

87City Budget Summary Sheets as adopted by the Common
Council, obtained at Finance and Purchase Office.
Total
City Budget excludes state and county taxes.
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When cities of similar sizes were compared in 1965, the
following cities spent out of the city budgets the following
amount for schools:

Ea --Claire, 54 percent; Sheboygan, 46

percent; Oshkosh, 43 percent. 8 8
Listed below is the student enrollment per year
in the LaCrosse public schools.
TABLE IV
Student Enrollment 1955-196589
1955
1956

7,235
7,395

1961
1962

7,860
8,237

1957

7,690

1963

8,355

1958
1959
1960

7,835
7,804
7,752

1964
1965

8,539
8,707

In comparing the increase on money spent on education
per year, to the growth in number of students per year,
one finds that LaCrosse increased its money spent for
education by only six percent, although there was a sixteen
percent increase in student attendance. for the same-eperiod
of time.
88,
Oren Nolting, and others, The Municipal Year
Book, Cushing-Malloy, Inc., Chicago, Vol 36, 1965.
pp. 262-265.
89Data submitted to writer by LaCrosse School Board,
August 6, 1970.
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In 1963, Milo Knutson claimed. that "the simple fact
is that quality of education in our school system today is
better, better than it was five years ago, and, we were
several years ahead than most communities in demanding
better education at greater efficiency from our school
system."

90

The 1957 federal survey challenged that statement.

After analyzing the low teacher salaries, and the low city
expenditures for school, the conclusion can be maintained
that the condition of the LaCrosse school system did not
substantially improve within that five year period.

This

was reflected in 1966 in the amount of money spent by various
school districts.
TABLE

V

Comparative expenditures of dependent sghool
districts--Year ending June 30, 1966.
City

Manitowoc
Fond du Lac
LaCrosse
Wausau
Wauwatosa
Eau Claire
Sheboygan
Oshkosh

90 Milo

Total Admitted

6,497
7,006
8,621

8,502
8,757
9,493
9,726
9,596

Total Cost per
admission
$477.39
475.85
420.78
442.96
608.80
475.01
460.69
486.47

Knutson, tape of broadcast telecast speech, tape 1963.

91The Wisconsin Tax News, Public Expenditure Survey
of Wisconsin, Madison, Wisconsin, Vol. 27, No 3 Financial
Data Sheet, 1966.
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Thus, when comparing eight school districts with corresponding
school enrollments, the LaCrosse community was spending
less per student for education that the other cities by the
end of the 1965-1966 school year.

Yet, Mr. Knutson

contended that "...the quality of education in Wisconsin
is above the average than the nation, and the quality of
education in LaCrosse is above the average in Wisconsin".92
No substantial progress was made in education during
Knutson's term as mayor.

The evalutive report of Central

High School indicated that; the high school was overcrowded;
there was a high pupil-teacher ratio; there were outmoded
text books; there was a need to increase teacher salaries;
and there was a need for more courses for the "terminal"
students. 93 According to the evaluative report of Logan
High School, the same criticisms existed as that of Central
High School, but, Logan High School also suffered a critical
need for- improvement in its outdated facilities. 9 4 How
can better education come fror

9 2 Milo

spending less money?

Knutson's

Knutson, tape of telecast speech, 1963.

9-North Central Association of Colleges and Secondary
Schools. ReporD
'i"' Evaluatid6n of Central High School, 'LaCrosse,
Wisconsin,'19- - . Pages not numbered.
94-orth Central Association of Colleges and Secondary
Schools, Report of Evaluation of Logan Senior High School,
LaCrosse, Wisconsin, 1969 . Pages not numbered.
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critics believed that it could not.
Young children suffered directly as a result of
inadequate education in LaCrosse.

Knutson disguised the

educational dilemma, explaining that "...the principal
underlying reason appears to be the failure of our school
systems, both public and private, to imbue in capable
students, a zest for learning and achievement, and a desire
to excel intellectually.1" 9

As mayor, Milo Knutson developed public

support for his position in the community, but in the process
he undercut educative opportunity for LaCrosse school children.
Another position which Knutson maintained and one
which affected the public school system, was his insistence
upon stabilizing the mill rate and the assessment rate on
the total real estate and personal property of LaCrosse.

The

following table shows the amount of property tax, the tax
rate, and the per cent of recommended full value on total
personal and real property between the years 1955 and 1965.

95Milo Knutson, tape of radio speech, September 18, 1962.
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TABLE VI
LaCrosse Assessed
Real Estate and
Personal Property Tax
1955

$

Tax Rate 9
(Mill Rate)

Per Cent of 9 7
recommended
Full Value

87,820,970

45.00

48.51

1956

92,594,160

47.00

49.44

1957

97,827,750

47.00

47.92

1958

103,003,360

47.00

47.07

1959

105,054,920

48.4

46.74

1960

110,800,100

48.9

47.03

1961

112,086,300

48.7

47.28

1962

113,416,140

48.8

46.80

1963

115,212,740

48.5

47.57

1964

119,561,340

48.5

47.59

1965

120,711,800

48.5

47.59

96Budget Summary sheets of LaCrosse as approved
by Common Council.
9 7 Harley-E.

Turk, Statistical Reports of LaCrosse
County, State of Wisconsin Department of taxation, Madison,
Wisconsin, 1955-1965.

Knutson did keep the mill rate fairly stabilized while he
was mayor.

He could make this claim, first, because of

an increase of taxable property, and secondly, because of
increased state aids and shared taxes that occurred
throughout the state during this period.

Since the income

for the city was greater because of these two factors, the
mill rate rose very slowly.

In addition, most cities

in Wisconsin had a fairly stable tax rate between 1955 and
1965, one which averaged approximately twenty-five per cent of
full value price on total real estate and personal property.
Knutson claimed that the assestment rate was "...under the
control of the Couivcil,"9

8

and that it was stable or decreasing.

Actually, the City Assessor determined the assessment rate,
not the Council, and, the City Assessor established
the assessment rate at forty-five percent of market value
in 1955, a constant percentage

figure that he tried to achieve

when determining the property value of the city of LaCrosse.
Knutson's claimed that the Council controlled the assessment
rate was a fabrication to improve his own political image.
The significant aspect of Knutson's arguments on

98Milo Knutson, tape of telecast speech, 1963.
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taxes was that they affected the conmmunity's willingness to
adequately finance public schools. In appealing to voters
in LaCrosse for their political support, Knutson consistently
took a "no tax" position on issues.

By keeping the mill

rate down, LaCrosse starved education throughout his term as
By arguing for a tight limit on personal property

mayor.

taxes, Knutson appealed for support to parents whose children
attended the parochial school systems in LaCrosse, for they
conceived that any tax relief would be aid for their own children's
education.

An example of this occurred in 1965, when in

referring to the favorable condition of city taxes, Knutson
claimed, "Let me give credit where credit is really due for
the favorable situation in City government.

Let me give thanks

to the parochial school system in LaCrosse." 99 By opposing
taxes, Knutson appealed to the elderly property owners and
those on the lower socio-economic scale.

he did this to better

himself politically and to crystalize public opinion for his
positions.

But the qu.ality of education in LaCrosse did not

improve during Knutson t s term as mayor.

He abused edccation

to further his own public image and to solidify his political
position.

Certainly he made political gains but at the expense

of the school children and education in general.

99

lilo Knutson, tape of radio speech, April 1965.
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CONCLUSION
Milo Knutson came to LaCrosse and became popular
at first as a radio sports broadcaster, and later as a news
commentator for WLCX.

Political and social developments

had generated a negative social climate within the city,
opening up the possibility that a popular figure might come
to the forefront in politics within LaCrosse.
in 19-5

Circumstances

were favorable, and Knutson, already well-known,

developed his popularity through his commentaries on various
community issues.

He was not an initiator of events, but he

astutely took advantage of a situation when he thought it
useful to him, as exemplified in the police problem, the
James Christie Case, and the Evelyn Hartley Case.

During the 1955 mayoralty campaign, Knutson made
numerous pledges to bring about needed reform.

However,

once in office, he performed in the same manner as his
predecessors.

As mayor, Knutson, led the citizens of LaCrosse,

in demagogic fashion, into supporting his position regardless
of those who suffered the consequences of his actions.
Knutson's deceptive political actions, he gained in

Despite

47
popularity and political prominence, and wieldedl

substantial

influence in city government and local politics.
Locally, citizens received governmental representation
in accordance with their concern and involvement in civic
affairs.

Their choice for mayor during a ten year span

was Milo Knutson.

If their institutions suffered during

this period, it was largely because they allowed them to suffer.
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