














State Teacher’s Colleges, and University of
Minnesota, supported in whole or in part
by the public education funds of the State
of Minnesota.” The bill declared violations
to be a misdemeanor and provided for pen-
alties. The bill was referred to the commit-
tee on education. A like bill was introduced
in the house of representatives on March 2
by Representative Hemming S. Nelson of
Lake Lillian and sixteen coauthors, some
of whom later asked that their names be
stricken as sponsors.*8

To gain support for the proposed bill
throughout the state, Riley, Winrod, and
other self-styled “Flying Defenders of Fun-
damentalism” like Harry Rimmer of Los
Angeles, California, the ficld secretary of
WCFA, spoke in at Jeast two hundred
towns. Riley spoke sixty-five times. One of
Riley’s speeches, on Jannary 28, was at
Hastings where he declared that fundamen-
talists were not out to combine church and
state but “to put an end to the taking of
the money of believing taxpayers for the
support of teachers and the purchase of
text books that destroy the fajth of their
children.” 2

D. A. Leonard of the extension division
of the university was appalled. He noted
that while a concert staged in one of the
northern small towns took in a mere $6.00
in door receipts, a church-sponsored mass
meeting against evolution that same eve-
ning garmered a freewill offering of $200.
The traveling speakers listed authors used
at the university who were “atheistic,” and
the crowd was urged to petition its legisla-
tors to keep evolution out of the campus.
Leonard saw the whole program as the work
of a well-organized machine to capitalize on
the ever-present rural discontent. “In fact,”
he noted, “this looks like one of the best
grafts on the market, since Townley
gathered the shekels from the embattled
farmers of Dakota.” 3"

Coffruan in the meantime wrote the presi-
dents of other Minnesota institutions of
]11'gher learning requesting their assistance.
Hamline .University adopted resolutions
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against the bill, and presidents Donald J.
Cowling of Carleton, |. C. Brown of St.
Cloud Teachers College, and L. W. Boe of
St. Olaf College promised help, but other-
wise Coffman had little success. President
0. J. Jobnson of Gustavus Adolphus College
reluctantly said he was unable to co-operate
because he felt it might be seen as favoring
“the teaching of evolution as an anti-Chris-
tian philosophy in our public schools.”
President John C. Acheson of Macalester
College wrote that while all faculty mem-
bers were against the bill his school’s posi-
tion as a private institution seemed to make
silence the best policy. President Alcuin
Deutsch of St. John’s University noted that
while Catholics were not in favor of banuing
the evolution doctrine they nonetheless had
to step softly on this issue lest they be mis-
understood as favoring the materialistic
theories of evolution, Later, however, the
St. John's faculty passed a resolution against
the bill.32

ALTHOUGH the newspapers of the Twin
Cities covered many of the events leading
to introduction of the anti-evolution bill,
they commented editorially and used ban-
ner headlines mainly when the matter came
to a peak in March. Many of the small town
editors were bolder. Alvah Eastman of the

* Minnesota, Senate Journal, 1927, p. 337; Min-
nesota, House Journal, 1927, p. 485.

? Riley, The Dynamic of a Dream, 109; Robert
Sheldon McBimie, “Basic Issues in the Fundamen-
talism of W. B. Riley,” unpublished doctoral dis-
sertation, University of lowa, 1948 (copy in Metto-
politan State Junior College Library); Cole, Fun-
damentalism, 313; “The Anti-Evolution Fight in
Minnesota,” in Christian Fundamentals in School
and Church, April-June, 1927, p. 12. The last two
sources say speakers visited seventy-five communi-
ties. Minneapolis Tribune, January 29, 1927, p. 26
{quote).

®Leonard to Coffman, March 6, 1927, Presi-
dent’s Papers.

* Cowling to Coffman, March 5, 1927; Brown
to Coffman, March 7, 1927; Boe to Coffman,
March 8, 1927; Johnson to Coffman, March 8,
1927; Acheson to Coffman, March 9, 1927; Deutsch
to Coffman, March 8, 1927, all in President’s Pa-
pers; Minneapolis Journal, March 10, 1927, p. 8.
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St. Cloud Journal-Press, for instance, wrote:
“Be it said to the credit of hundreds of the
able churchmen of Minnesota of every faith
that they are opposed to the vicious at-
tempts of Reverend Riley to inject a bitter,
hate-making controversy on the people,
which will be futile in results. You cannot
change the opinions of tlinging people by
legislation.” Roe Chase of the Anoka Herald
commented that “there is nothing more
fruitless than a religious controversy. No-
oody ever convinces anybody of anything.”
H. M. Wheelock of the Fergus Falls Trib-
une said that if the bill passed the diction-
ary would have to go because of its many
references to evolution. A. M. Welles of the
Worthington Globe wrote of Riley: “For
several years he has been a bull in the china
shop of the Baptist denomination.” Several
other editors made simijlar comments.??
The American Association of University
Professors joined the controversy, as did the
International Theistic Society, under Dr.
Arvid Reuterdahl of St. Paul, which hoped
to serve as a clearinghouse for those op-
posed to the bill. But neither was very effec-
tive. Consequently, the brunt of the struggle
felf on Coffman, who moved behind the
scenes; David F. Swenson of the philos-
ophy department, who entered into an open
exchange with Riley in the newspapers;
and editor Haycraft of the Daily, who mar-
shaled the support of the students.
Swenson criticized the bill in an article

®34. Cloud Journal-Press, March 8, 1927, p. 10;
Anoka Herald, March 30, 1926, p. 3 (Chase’s ar-
ticle on “Evolution” was praised by Coffman);
Fergus Fally Tribune, Janvavy 13, 1927, p. 4;
Worthington Clobe, March 24, 1927, p. 2.

® David F. Swenson, “The Proposal to Limit
Science Teaching by Law,” in Jowrnal of the Min-
nesota Education Association, 7:41 (February,
1927); Minnesota Daily, Fcbruary 4, p. 2,
March 11, p. 3, March 12. p. 2, 1927: Swenson
to Riley, March 15, 1927; Riley to Swenson, No-
vember 7, 1932; undated clipping, all in the Swen-
son Papers, University Archives.

3 Minnesota Daily, March 8, p. 1, March 9,
p. 1 (quote), 1927. Sec also Virginia Walker,
“Minnesota's Anti-Evolutionists,” in Minnesota
Daily, Ivory Tower edition, September 28, 1959,
p- 7,21
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for the Journal of the Minnesota Education
Association and engaged in open dehate
with Riley in the pages of the Daily. He
scoffed at Harry Rimmer's academic creden-
tials and claimed he was not qualified for
intelligent scientific discussion. He laughed
at the idea that an audience could be in-
structed within an hour to decide on the
validity of a complex scientific question. He
also exchanged several private letters with
Riley in which he assured him he had noth-
ing but the warmest personal regard for
him. Riley answered both privately and in
the Daily, and once the two met in a debate
at the Leamington Hotel. No news reports
emerged from this encounter, which was
held before a closed session of the faculty
campus clubs and members of the Town
and Gown Club. Their correspondence on
evolution continued into the early 1930s
when Riley, upon reading Swenson’s 1932
article on “Evolution and Life Values.” sent
him copies of “The Bible —Is It an Evolu-
tion or an Inspiration?” and “Why Pass a
Law Against Evolution in Minnesota?”

The days preceding March 8, 1927, the
date set for the public hearing before
the senate and house committees on educa-
tion in the house chamber, found the bill
the universal topic of discussion. News-
papers’ gave the subject considerable space.
Rumors were rife that the legislators were
receiving twenty-five letters a day in favor
of the bill and that fifty-four house members
were already pledged to support it. Univer-
sity students called a mass rally on March 8.
Classes were dismissed a half hour early,
and the meeting attracted 5,000 of the 9,600
students. Several hundred were turned
away. The students unanimously con-
demned the bill, passed a resolution urging
that the state kill it. and began circulating
petitions to this effect in the classrooms.
The Daily of March 9 called student reac-
tion “one of the greatest undergraduate pro-
tests against a legislative measure ever felt
at the University.” 3¢

The seats at the public hearing were
filled three hours before it was scheduled
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to begin. Coffman needed a police escort to
reach the stage where he was to deliver a
fifteen-minute address following shorter
statements against the bill. Coffman’s speech
was a masterpiece. He noted that the terri-
torial assembly of 1851, when adopting the
resolution to establish a university, had no
thought of limiting its work or activities.
He credited the progress of American civi-
lization to the freedom of teaching in the
schools and colleges and noted that error
could only be corrected by additional study,
not by the votes of a majority nor the com-
plaints of a minority., He summarized his
remarks as follows: “I am opposed to this
bill for the reason that I can think of no
reasonable justification for it. It will stifle
learning, cripple research, destroy intellec-
tual integrity, doom the University to medi-
ocrity or less, and it will not make students

more religious. It involves the intrusion of
a principle into education, that of passing
upon the validity of facts by legislation,
that is pernicious in the extreme. It will
place the control of the University in the
hands of an effective minority. . . . To
pass this bill will be tantamount to serving
notice on the scholars of America, if they
value their reputation and their peace and
happiness, to keep away from Minnesota.” *

Debate time for both sides was limited.
Riley and his group presented their case
relatively briefly. The fundamentalist pas-
tor, apparently less effective than usual,

% Coffman's address was printed in full in “The
President’s Report for the Year 1926-1927," in
the Bulletin of the University of Minnesota, 30:11-
16 (February 15, 1928). It also was published in
the Minneapolis Tribune, March 10, 1927, p. 7,
and the Minnesota Daily, March 10, 1927, p. 3.

Titled “Right in
the Midst of
Everything,”
this cartoon

appeared in the

Minneapolis Daily
Star of March 10,
1927.
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presented five arguments in favor of the
bill: it was conceded to be constitutional; it
was admittedly a popular demand; it was
most manifestly fair; it restricted no scien-
tific research; and it was the one and only
way of redress. Riley closed with the thought
that, while the leaders of the university
might be opposed to the bill, the student
body favored it.*¢

At that moment Haycraft arose and
dragged up a long roll of paper containing
6,500 student signatures, gotten in a two-
hour period, to the resolution: “We, the
undersigned students of the University of
Minnesota, hereby declare to the Honorable
Legislators of the State of Minnesota, that,
regardless of our individual beliefs as to the
merits of the theory of evolution, we are
unalterably opposed to the proposed anti-
evolution bill because we believe that this
bill or any such class of legislation would
be a dangerous restriction upon education
and the rights of American citizens to free-
dom of study, thought, and speech in the
pursuit of truth.” Haycraft mentioned
the results of the student mass meeting. In-
terrupting him, Riley asked if he could
swear that the vote was unanimous. “No,”
said Haycraft, “to be strictly accurate, I
should have said that the vote was 4,999 to
1.7 Bedlam then broke loose, the meeting
was adjourned, and the next moming the

“For Riley’s full speech, see W. B. Riley, “Five
Reasons for the Adoption of This Anti-Evolution
Bill,” in Christian Fundumentals in Church and
School, April-June, 1927, p. 32-39.

“A copy of the resolution is in the Howard
Haycraft Papers, University Archives. See also
Minnesota Daily, March 10, 1927, p. 1 (quote);
Virginia Walker, in lvory Tower, Scptember 28,
1959, p. 8, 21; Coffman to Livingston C. Lord,
president of Eastern Illinois State Teachers Col-
lege, June 26, 1930, President’s Pupers.

® Minnesota Daily, March 12, 1927, p. 1; “The
Anti-Evolution Fight in Minnesota,” in Christian
Fundamentals in School and Church, April-June,
1927, p. 18, 14 (quote).

* Minnesota Daily, March 8, 1927, p. 2 (quote):
Mi:mea.polis Tribune, January 2, 1927, p. 1; Stub
to Coffman, January 7, 1927, President’s Papers;
F. W, Sardeson, “Deleat of Anti-Evolution in Min-
nesota,” in Science 65:447 (May 6, 1927).
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bill was killed in the senate by a decisive
vote of 55 to 7.7

RILEY WAS BEATEN soundly, but he was
seemingly undaunted. “This is only the be-
ginning,” he declared. “It is merely a skir-
mish and a skirmish never determines a war.
This is the first time that the question has
come to a straight battle, and it will not be
the last.” Riley observed that his forces did
no lobbying at the Capitol. “The fundamen-
talists did their work in the State with the
voters and won,” he wrote. “The evolution-
ists did their work at St. Paul with the sen-
ators and representatives and won. We
believe, however, that such a victory . . .
is temporary and that the voters will, in
the course of time, reverse the decision.” 3¢
Actually, however, there was no serious
concern that the bill would be introduced
again. Tt was defeated on political and not
theological grounds, for none of the power-
ful, conservative Lutheran leaders in the
area believed fully in the evolutionary the-
ory. Yet Riley was unable to gain more than
a fraction of the expected Lutheran support.
The two Lutheran ministers” conferences of
the state refused to back his bill. The pres-
idents of every major Lutheran college,
while protesting against the uses to which
evolution had been put, also came out
against the bill. Dr. George Sverdrup, pres-
ident of the Augsburg Seminary in Min-
neapolis, noted: “I am opposed to this kind
of legislation. I think the backers of the
bill have a case, but they are not using
the proper methods to solve the situation. 1
am opposed to the teaching of ‘evolution,’
but the proper remedy cannot be secured
from legislation. Science should have free-
dom in the pursuit of its work.” Pastor
J. A. O. Stub of the influential Central
Lutheran Church in Minneapolis, corre-
sponded with Coffinan on the issue, and he
and Joseph Stump, president of the North-
western Lutheran Theological Seminary,
played important roles in the bill's defeat.™
Discussion on the validity of the theory
of evolution hardly entered jn at all. Oppo-

215



nents fought the question almost entirely on
the issue of the separation of church and
state. The Congregationalists, Episcopa-
lians, Methodists, Unitarians, and others
also opposed the bill, and the Baptist sup-
port was not large enough to secure its
passage. The violent way in which the
anti-evolutionist position was presented also
hurt the cause of those who wanted the bill
passed. The students, too, were a strong
force. Haycraft wrote much later: “The
most interesting thing about the whole
battle to me is the spontaneous response of
an essentially frivolous college generation
to a serious intellectnal challenge.” 4

It was suggested by the Minnesota faculty
at the time that one reason behind Riley’s
efforts was his desire to wrest the leadership
of American fundamentalism from John R.
Straton. Riley and Straton were often men-
tioned as the men most likely to take up
the fallen standard of fundamentabism from
Bryan when the latter died in 1925. While
it is true that this state campaign allowed
Riley to break into popular national mag-
azines like Current History and The Inde-
pendent for the first time, there is no
evidence that fundamentalist leadership
was a major factor in his motives. He had
always been conscious of publicity and
had had a long interest in battling evo-
Jution.#!

The Minnesota anti-evolution campaign
did show, however, that the claims of mass
support for such legislation were widely
exaggerated. The demand for the 1927 bill
did not arise overwhelmingly from the
people. Agitation in Minnesota was to a
large extent directed from above. But the
underlying uneasiness of the nation’s rural
areas was too amorphous to be channeled
in any one direction for long, and evolution
quickly disappeared as a major item of con-
cern. The great depression, the New Deal,
and totalitarianism were of far more impor-
tance in the 1930s. The severe defeat that
Riley suffered in his home state was a major
blow to organized anti-evolution activities.
After 1927, no further bills were introduced
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Riley was a commanding figure at
the First Baptist Church pulpit.

o any state legislature. Minnesota's anti-
evolution fight, one of the fiercest, was also
one of the last that the country would see.

# Coffinan to George E. Vincent, former univer-
sity president, April 12, 1927, President’s Papers;
Haycraft to Virginia Walker, October 16, 1959, Hay-
craft Papers.

“W. B. Rilcy, “The Faith of the Fundamental-
ists,” in Current History, 26:434-440 (June, 1927);
W. B. Riley, “A Square Deal for Genesis,” in The
Independent, 119:470-472 (November 12, 1927).

THE CARTOON on page 201 is from the Minne-
sota Daily of March 8, 1927. The photographs on
pages 202 and 216 are from the Metropolitan State
Junior  College—Northwestern  College  Library;
that on page 210 (center) is from the Minnzapolis
Star and Tribune library; that on page 210 (left)
is from the University of Minnesota Photographic
Laboratories; that on page 210 (right) is from the
Gopher, university yearboak; that on page 205 is
copyrighted by Underwood & Underwood; that on
page 208 is from the society’s picture collection.
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