During 1906-07 the immigration question returned
to the forefront of congressional debate, and Nelson
reiterated his concern for securing “as good a class of
immigrants as possible.” He once again struck an
intriguing balance, devoting almost all of his attention
to the benefits of proper distribution. Too many of the
newcomers colonized urban ghettoes, where they failed
“to become Americanized as swiftly and to become as
prosperous and in as good condition as those who go
to the West.” Nelson had seen this firsthand on a recent
visit to New York City’s East Side. Its inhabitants stood
in bleak contrast to Minnesota’s sturdy immigrant pio-
neers. Therefore, he hoped that his colleagues would
support a plan to promote greater immigrant distribu-
tion. While Nelson’s allusion to bygone sod-buster days
may have been outdated, his remarks nonetheless pro-
vided yet another opportunity to commend immi-
grants’ contributions to their new nation.26

Nelson later admitted his own ambiguity on the
matter of immigration. By 1916 he had voted for three
unsuccessful literacy-test bills but was still not satisfied
that the test was the best possible provision. One prob-
lem was the likelihood that it would exclude “thrifty,
industrious” workers while leaving the door open to
educated but worthless “sots.” Nelson wished that he
could conceive of a rule that would proscribe the “edu-
cated tramps—tramps who are filled with socialism,
who are quasi anarchists, who come here to exploit the
Government of the United States.”?7

Despite these concerns, Nelson still pledged to sup-
port the pending literacy-test bill because it was the
fairest rule that Congress had yet devised for reducing
immigration. Present conditions necessitated its enact-
ment, he believed. He had hoped that more recently
arrived southern and eastern Europeans—“good peo-
ple”—would settle in Minnesota, which needed farm
laborers. Unfortunately, they did not, thereby creating
the need for greater restriction.

CONGRESS FINALLY PASSED the literacy test in 1917, but
this did not close the immigration debate. The U.S.
entry into World War I that year had what has been
aptly described as a chilling effect on virtually all
aspects of ethnic expression, producing demands for
100-percent loyalty among the foreign born and their
progeny. Nelson himself, who for the first time faced
direct election rather than legislative appointment
under the new 17th Amendment, came in for scrutiny
during the resultant “anti-hyphenate” frenzy, but the
senator’s diligent efforts to secure immigrant solidarity
for the U.S. war effort clearly established his patriotic
credentials. For example, he engineered the appoint-
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ment of his friend and supporter, Nicolay A. Grevstad,
as the Minnesota Commission of Public Safety’s moni-
tor of the foreign-language press. His job was to ensure
that the various periodicals complied with the Sedition
and Espionage Acts by avoiding disloyal sentiments and
publishing patriotic material. Nelson also supported
the conscription of aliens into the U.S. military. During
the 1918 election his backers characterized a vote for
him as a Scandinavian American’s patriotic duty.2®



At war’s end, legislators returned their attention
the matter of restriction. Initial figures indicated that
there would be considerable immigration from war-
ravaged Europe. To stop the expected onrush, Con-
gress enacted a draconian quota system, setting annual
limits for each immigrant nationality at only 3 percent
of'its total number in the United States according to
the 1910 federal census. Nelson made no public
remarks on this new policy, but the final roll-call vote

All-American welcome for Senator Nelson during a visit

to his hometown of Alexandria, about 1915
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Minnesota pioneers honored Nelson (front row, third from right) at a testimonial dinner

at the home of C. A. Gilman, St. Cloud, 1910.

shows that he supported it. At the same time, he voted
to defeat an even more severe alternative, which would
have prohibited all immigration for two years.2?

Itis difficult to understand the rationale behind
Nelson’s support for the quotas. The passage of time
may have altered his beliefs, making him less positive
about immigrants. Some have suggested that preoccu-
pation with family problems, specifically a homicide
involving his son-in-law, may have clouded his judg-
ment when it came to other issues. Although either is
conceivable, evidence suggests that national conditions
played the strongest role. The war’s end had ushered
in the Red Scare, creating an hysterically antiradical
milieu. Nelson had long made clear his disdain for
the immigrant “nihilist . . . anarchist, or any of those
things.” They were to be as enthusiastically condemned
as the honest and hard-working man or woman was to
be welcomed.30
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In a letter to Nicolay Grevstad, Nelson disparaged
radical tendencies even among his fellow Norwegian
Americans, loathing their connection to the agrarian
Nonpartisan League. The league’s plan for state owner-
ship of various agribusinesses had won the support of
many of Minnesota’s immigrant farmers, and their con-
duct dismayed Senator Nelson. “I hope I may live to see
a change for the better. . . . I hope they may become
more loyal and public spirited,” he wrote. Nelson must
have felt the same about other ethnic groups’ per-
ceived association with radical causes, which likely con-
tributed to his support for the restrictive quotas. His
contempt for the allegedly disgraceful would not neces-
sarily conflict with his long held, favorable impressions
of more upstanding newcomers.3!

KNUTE NELSON DIED IN 1923, just before quotas
became the permanent foundation of American im-



migration policy. Over the course of his long career,
Nelson’s remarks placed him squarely within the
restrictionist camp but not necessarily among those
who feared America’s immigrant influx. He did consid-
er selective limitation to be a just and proper manner
of national self-protection, yet he did not view the
“teeming masses” as being inherently bad. He saw in
them many positive qualities that would benefit their
new society. This was the message that he had devel-
oped as a nascent politician on the Wisconsin and
Minnesota frontiers and that he carried over to his
years in the Senate.

Given this positive attitude, along with his own eth-
nicity, Nelson’s support of restriction cannot be seen as
nativism—the dislike of immigrants themselves. He
instead connected his ideas about immigration policy
with civic duty. New arrivals were expected to be posi-
tive and peaceful additions to the nation. Norwegian
Americans, whom he considered “radicals by nature,”
provided an excellent example in that “their prosper-
ity and the freedom of our Government has made
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