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A “Square Deal” for a “Primitive Rebel”:

Alfred E. Roese and the

Battle of Cameron Dam, 1904 -1910

By James Kates

T B:35 r.m. on Sunday, September 8,
1906, Alfred Eugene Roese boarded
the easthound Scoo Line rallroad at
Osceonla, on the 51 Croix River in north-
western Wisconsin. As the fortv-four-vear-
old newspaperman settled into his seat,
the train pulled out of the station and
skirted the south side of the litde Polk
County village. From there it passed farm
fields, pastureland, dairy herds, and roll-
ing stands of oak and maple. As darkness
fell and the train {'.hugge{l ecastward into
Barron County, the hardwood forest in-
:*w’ﬂmgh gave way to towering white
pines, intermixed with hemlock and other
conifers. When he stepped off the evening
limited at Cameron Junction, Roese stood
at the ﬂdgf- of the great northern forest,
an area he often referred 1o as “the wil-
derness.™!
After meeting his brother at the sta-
tion, Roese secured a wagon and horse

! heeola Sun, October 25, 1906, Plal Book of Palk
County, Wisconsin (C. M, Foote & Co,, Minncalpnlis.
LBET); Facls About Selected Hardwond Farming Landsin
Folk Co., Wiscensin (Eau Claire, 19027, in the pam-
phlet collections of the State Historical Society of
Wisconzin, Madison. The author would like wo ac-
knowledge the encouragement and assistance of
Professor James L. Baughman of the School of
Journahsm and Mass Communication, University of
Wisconsin—Madison,
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team for the five-mile journey north to
Rice Lake. The next morning the two
men took an Omaha Line train thirty
miles northeast to Winter, in Sawyer
County. After a hearty noon meal, the
Roese brothers walked four miles east-
ward on a dirt road, then another six
miles through a dense hemlock forest
*with nothing to guide one’s foot-
steps . .. but the blazed trees on either
side nf l]‘lL trail.” After encountenng a
'\‘i.'r.d.]'l'lp LWy P{‘.I] {'l.'lPITIE"\ .J.ﬂd el «Irgt‘ lf‘]-
low dog,” the travelers reached their des-
tination: the hardscrabble farm of John
F. Deitz.”

For two years, Deitz had been vilified
by lumber companies 4% an “outlaw” and
“anarchist,” bur Alfred Roese found him
to be neither. The farmer stood in
shirtsleeves, his hands in his pockets, as
the visitors approached. "Then we intro-
duced ourselves,” Roese recalled, “and
received such a welcome as can nnl} he
given by a man who is shut off from his
fellow creatures and to whom the sight of

! Cheenln Nun, October 25, 1906; Weeonsin Adlas
and Cruzetteer (DeLorme Mapping Co., Freeport,
Maine, 1002}, 72, 84-85. Newspapers and historical
articles varioosly spell the name “Dietz" and “Dei.”
The farmer signed his name “Deite,” so 1 have used
that spelling throughout.
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a friendly face 1s almost unknown.” Deitz
escorted the Rocse brothers to his home,
a rude two-room log cabin overlooking
the Ihmn.:p;.‘tln River. There thev made
their acquaintance with the rest of the
clan: Deite’s wife Hattie and their chil-
dren Clarence, Leslic, Myra, Helen,
Stanley, and John Junior. Mrs. Deitz fed
the visitors an “excellent supper,” and the
group carried their chairs outdoors, where
they talked and laughed until past mid-
1nght.

Forall its levity, the talk had its serious
moments. Through the pages of his news-
paper, the weekly Oseeala Sun, Roese had
J‘t*p{:]'h':'l on the travails of the Deits fam-
ily since 1904, That vear, John Deite had
lorhidden the C hll'lp!"h al.umber & Boom
Company from sending logs through a
tdam on the Thornapple that touched
upon his farm. There then ensued a long

4

period of bickering and posturing on both
sides over who held title 1o the dam. This
standoff had erupted into violence only
weeks before Roese’s visit, On July 25,
1906, Deitz and his family had been am-
bushed by a posse led by the Sawver C ounty
sheriff and guided 1o the Deitz farm by a
lumber-company foreman. John and his
son Leslie had wounded one attacker with
rifle fire. Clarence Deitz had been shot in
the head and was stll swathed in home-
made bandages, a grim reminder of a
wound that had exposed his brain and
nearly killed him.*

" heewn Sui, Oorober 25, 150G,

Hfhid: Paul H. Hass, *The Suppression of Jehn F,
Dreite: An Episode of the Progressive Era in Wiscon.
sing,” i the Wiseensin Magozine of Flistory (Summer,
L4974y, BT-255-3060,
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Roese had belicved from the outsel
that the farmer was justified in his battle.
But the editor also behieved n seeing
things firsthand, so he had undertaken
the long journey to the Thornapple with
an eve toward publishing what he termed
a *full, rrue and complete account of this
trouble.” After two nights and a full day
with the family, Roese’s faith in Deitz was
confirmed and his commitment to the
farmer’s cause sealed. In an eight-page
special "Deitz Edition” published a few
weeks larer, Roese told his readers, "I
there is a more peaceahle; quiet. law-
abiding and liberty-loving citizen of Wis-

consin than John F. Deitz, the editor of

The Sun has ver to make his acguain-
tance.”

Owver the next few vears, the editor
wonld visit the Deitr homestead several
times. Deite's hatle with the lumber com-
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panies and the law would culminate in a
bloody shootour in 19110; public SEe11Li=
ment for him would orow, wane, then
grow again. Roese would support his
friend to the last, though Deitz's siab-
born manner appears 1o have badly
strained theiralliance. Butin the autumn
of 1906, the Osceola editor saw no gray
areas in the epic struggle: “If the true
character of John F. Deitz was gencrally
known, if his worth was truly ;lpp['rc'iu[t::l,
his name would bhe emblazoned in
Wisconsin's hall of lame as one of the
greatest men this state has ever pro
duced.™

TILL, what did John Deite’s plight have
to dowith the daily cares of Oscenla, a

Chseealn Sun, Ocuober 25, FHOG,
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farming village whose frontier days were
long since behindit? The answer, as Alfred
Roese astutely realized, was that Deitz's
story touched upon a whole set of anxi-
eties commaon o small-town Americans
of the early twentieth century. I]Eitzepim-
mized the historical actors who have come
to be known as “primitive rebels.” Usually
such persons had a swift, brutal, and un-
nerving introduction to the realities of
corporate power. Face to face with the
giant Weyverhaeuser timber syndicarte,
Deitz rebelled in wavs that most people
would never consider. But the average
Osceolan, though his or her initiation 1o
the twentieth century was much more
gentle, also faced economic changes that
mayv have been confusing. even frighten-
ing. In the pages of the Oseeola Sun, Roese
sought o show his readers that Deite's
dilemma was not really so different from
their own. In deing so. he invoked a
consistent set of values by which he ex-
pected Osceolans—and small-town Ameri-
cans evervwhere—to live.”

For all its uncertainty, the era immedi-
ately preceding World War I mav have
represented the zenith of small-town edi-
tors’ influence, In Emporia, Kansas, Wil-
liam Allen White was building the daily
Gazette into the archetype of the commu-
nity newspaper. White was an active
“hooster,” an advocate of economic de-
velopment and unabashed community
spirit. As businessman, mediator, politi-
cian, and definer of local interests (and
often as the local scold as well), White
made no distinction between the needs of
local business and the goals of the larger
community, The booster ethos servedasa
counterbalance to the brutal imperatives
of laisses-faire capitalism. In the words of
one historian, it “sought to channel indi-
vidual competitive energies toward the
interests of the community as a whole,

* E. J. Hobsbawin, Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic
Formes of Socead Mevemend fre the 19k aned 2000 Centurres {3d
edition, Manchester, England, 1974}, 8,

s

arguing that the fortunes of each were
tied to the prosperity of all.” In this
scheme, growth and social cohesion were
entirely compatible.”

Roese’s Oscenla bore some resem-
blance to White's Emporia. [t was prima-
rily an agricultural village, a provider of
goods and services to the farmer and an
entrepot through which the farmer's
products passed on their way to the great
cities. But unlike Emporia, Osceola lay at
the edge of an immense economic up-
heaval, one that threatened the small-
town republican values that both White
and Roese espoused. When Roese
founded the Osceola Sun in 1897, the pine
forests of northern Wisconsin were being
mowed down to provide timber for the
expanding settlements of the Great Plains.
By 1910, when he sold the paper, those
forests were virtually gone. Though
Ohwceola was not iself a lumber town, it
afforded a close view of the timber busi-
ness and is potendal threats to small-
town republicanism—among them, ag-
gregations of capital, political corruption,
and the loss of small-town autonomy to
outside interests, Roese, like White, was
suspicious of Populist conspiracy theo-
ries. But he was quick to sound an alarm
when he perceived that John Deitz—and
the ideal of small-town, face-to-face de-
mocracy—were imperiled by “the grasp-
ing greed of a great corporation.™

¥ Sally Foreman Griffith, Home Toun Nens: Wil
Foem Allen Whike aned the Emperie Gazette { Baltimore,
1991}, 3=5 As Griffith points out, White self-con-
sciously cast himself as a small-town sage even as he
was becoming nationally prominent. Indeed, he
shared many qualitics with the progressive reform-
ers of urban America. That is, he was college-edu-
cated, he was well-traveled, and he enjoved the
confidence of national politicians and thinkers,
Alfred Roese’s world was far more circumscribed,
and in this respect Roese almost cercainly was more
wvpical of small-town editers,

¥ Oscanly Sww, February 14, 1907,
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Roese’s “hooster” rhetoric often was
strikingly similar to White's, bt its funda-
mental oriemation was sirikingly differ-
ent. White viewed small-town virtues as a
means of natonal sabation. His ethos,
while not without is anxieties, was in-
fused with Progressive optimism. Roese,
an the other hand, viewed the small town
as a world apart, a place whose values
could not be duplicated in the cities.
While he embraced the “trust-busting”
rhetoric of Theodore Roosevelt, Roese

O of the many ironies of this story is thaat, as
much as Alfred Roese wdolized Theodore Roosevel,
the editor often espoused exactly the sor ol "rural
torvism” that TR despised, Roosevelt sneceed at
those wha reliused wo aceepl bigness in both govern-
ment and business; such persons, e wrote in 1911,
were “nol progressive ar all, bt retrogressive,” In
Rﬂlll"w'.lf"-\.'f"'lr-'\' VIEwW, |hr- :1'!1|I|Ii4||| Kiw i |||'|4||r1i|:' CaaiiCe -
Lration was nol W retiro o the atomeed economy of

never accepted s underlying assumption:
that concentrations of economic power
had 1o be recognized as a fact of modern
life, White's small town was a beacon on a
hill. Roese’s was a foriress under siege”

N championing John Deitz's cause,
Roese invoked one idea time and
again: that the poor farmer was entitled
toa “square deal.” In the narrowest sense,
he meant a fair hearing in court, and just

LRI, bt rather (o meet the power of husiness with
the countervailing power of government, George E,
."A.|IJ'|'~'I'!|'._ Ihe Fva fllll..|r.ll.l."Jk'.lll.l.l|‘ Konsepelt ane the Birth of
Madern America, THN-1 912 [(New York, Il;lt}lt'i'
lorchbook ed.. 18627, 55,1 can only conclinde that
Roese embraced TR (as people often do) for reasons
that had Ll to oo wich S itig iaulii_ ies and much
b do with generalized notions of manliness, loyalty,
and respectabilit.
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compensation for the use of his property,
Convinced that fair treatment in Sawver
County was i mpn.t;!-:ihlﬁ:: Roese sanctioned
Deitz’s repeated acts of civil disobedi-
ence. Deitz, it must be said, was not a
rational man; he spurned several settle-
ment offers and pressed his case far be-
!.rmd the pmnt of reason. Hln]{*gdl claims

against the lumberinterests were shaky, if

not dnwnnght spunmn.. But to I{umﬁ,
this was not the point. By covering the
Deitz case, Roese was venting his anxi-
cties that, some day, many Americans—
and not just a bull-headed backwoods
farmer—might be denied a “square deal ™
Roese’s "square deal” ethos, enunci-
ated week after week in the Oseepla Sun,
was premised on the supremacy of small-
town life and the idea thar personal honor
was the fundamental value underlving
community well-being. Roese constantly
volced his suspicion of corporate power
particularly of “trusts” and other agglom-
erations of capital that undercut com-
petitiveness and local control. Inis place,
he espoused a face-to-face brand of capi-
talism, melding individual enterprise with
avillage-wide interest in economic growth,
Fraternal organizations would facilitate
manly camaraderie and provide an outlet
for “boosterism.” [ntense rivalry between
neighboring villages lent an air of paro-
chialism to the business community, bhut
it also cemented the idea that business
people and their neighbors were bound
up in mutual pride of accomplishment,
Above all, Roese always encouraged
sense of mutual eobligation and uplift. A
legal contract, he believed, was a poor

substitute for a handshake and a spirit of

commaon endeavor.

Roese bolieved that the lumber indus-
try was extractive, exploitative, and
ephemeral. In short, it had no place in his
conception of a "square deal,” which was
premised on fairness and long-term obli-
gations. From there, it was but a short
path to champioening John Deitz, the "De-
fender of Cameron Dam,” as the antith-

bt

esis of the “grasping” corporation, and as
a symbol of virtue. In the pages of the
(scenla Sun, the plight of the obstinate
settler became an urgent jeremiad on the
future of small-town life,

HE son of a Baptist minister, Alfred
Roese was born on a farm near
Oscenla and spent almaost all his life in
northwestern Wisconsin. As a vouth he
worked on a railroad survey crew. Begin-
ning in 1892, he edited 1 he Weekly Press at
Maiden Rock, the home town of his wife,
Lizzie Bowers. But the depression of the
1890ys hit farmers hard, and with them
local merchants. After five vears an “the
Llll"hlﬂf‘nl and annoving sea of Journal-
ism,” Roese concluded that the village
could not support a newspaper. “We re-
gretvery much to leave vou, for we have a
warm spot down in our heart for vou all,”
hetold his readersin the farewell edition,
With that, Roese packed up his wpe, his
press and his young familv, and moved
[iftv-odd miles north 10 Osceola.”

At least in his eves, the village of 500
people was brimming with possibilitics.
Osceola occupied a pretty site on wooded
Bluffs above the St Croix River, a inbu-
tary of the Mississippi which separates
Wisconsin from Minnesota, In earlier days
it had been a minor portand a center for
shipbuilding. “Evervsteamboat goes down
the river with all the wheat on board she
will take, and a couple of wheat-laden
barges made fast to her sides,” Horace
Greelev had written in 1865 aftera tripup
the 5t. Croix. The railroad had displaced
the river cargo business, but pleasure
steamers still carried passengers to and
from the Osceola landing, at the foot of
spring Street. By the late 1800°s, most

" Biographical skewch in the Alfred E. Roese
Papers, State Historical Society of Wisconsin, Area
Research Center, Eau Claire (hereinafter cited as
Roese Papers); Maiden Rock, Wisconsin, Weekly Press,
September 16, 1857,
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Polk County farmers had gotten out of
wheat and into corn, oats, and stock-rais-
ing. The dairy business was growing, with
a ready market at St Paul, less than fifty
miles '.;_u;l.}.' via the Soo Line. Proximity to
the Twin Cities also spurred great hopes
for tourism. Like manv another small
town possessing mineral springs, Osceola
was touted as the "Saratoga ol the West."!

Osceala had little direct involvement
in the lumber business. But 1o see this
enterprise at work, one merely had 1o
glance down from the bluffs, 1o the roil-
illg waters of the 5t. Croix, On manv days
the riverwas choked with pine logs, float-
ing toward sawmills at Sullwater, Minne-
sotd, some twenty miles downsiream. The
51 Croix timber harvest had peaked in

" James Tavior Dunn, Fhe St Croix: Midest Borden
it (Mew York, OG5 [ e { Ysrerda Su 7, March H,

19456 Facts Al Selecled Havdaoood Farmang Dands, 5

LR, when 452 million board feet of logs
were shepherded through the foating
boom at Stillwater. Roese occasionally
reported the doings of the lumbermen,
as in this brief notce in 1898: “The Boom
company sluiced over a million feer of
lows last Saturday.” For Osceolans, the
maost tangible evidence of the timber busi-
ness was the lumberjacks—alfectionately
known as "red shirts"—who trooped into
town with money to spend each t]:l'irlg."'

R{ JESE launched his newspaper in good
“hooster” fashion, with a banner
headline reading “OSCEOLA, THE
BEAUTIFUL.” Below it he reprinied a

" Dunn, Fhe SE Crox, 1135 Oseeda Sun, April 27;
1898, and Macch A, 1956, A board foot isa measure
of wond one Foot square by one inch thick,

e
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Soo Line leb]]ClL\ piece boasting of

Osceola’s promise as a resort town, one
that “tempts the iﬂmn{{*: from the stuffy
confines ot the city.” Local tidbits, lthl]d”k
no more than a sentence or two, domi-
nated the front page. Roese made it clear
that local news, no matter how obscure,

was his top priority: "We want a good live
correspondent from every hamletin I‘nIL
COUTELY, Call at this office for stationery.
i“lthm the week, a reader heeded the
call for local news by bringing a two-
pound potato 1o the Sun office. The new
editor gave the spud front-page mention. )
Roese ]j!l'ir‘l[i:‘ﬂ four pages of his paper
locally, stuffing it with another four pages
of "patent insides” produced in St Paul.
The latter were heavy with illustrated fic-
tion and ads for patent medicines. In his
first editorial, Roese stated his objectives
plainly. The Sun, he vowed, would be
"non-partisan: but we reserve the right o
criticize the acts of all public men.”
Coupled with that watchdog role, Roese
promised that the newspaper would work
for the “upbuilding of Osceola,” and
would advertise to the world its “varied
natural beauties and attractions, as well
as s commercial advantages.”™"

Despite the vow of nonpartisanship,
the Sun soon emerged as a Republican
paper. Butits editor did keep his promise
tor criticize politcians regardless of party.
Almost from the start, Roese swore en-
mity to Robert M. La Follette, whom he
considered a dangerous opportunist and
grandstander,

Demand for the first edition exceeded
two thousand copies. Rocse soon recrud tesel
correspondents from much of Polk
County; he printed their reports under
alliterative headings, such as "Amery Ac-
tons,” "Farmingion Phrases,” and the lhike,
Within a month, the demand for advertis-
ing forced him to displace some local

B heeolfa Sun, October 6 oand 13, 1897, and
September 24, 150,

a0

correspondence: *It is a safe tip that the
SUN is to be a sure winner in the race i
has entered.” By the end of 1897 he could
boast that “The SUN has the largest circu-
lation in Polk county of any newspaper in
the world. This may sound odd, but nev-
ertheless it is troe.™

Roese joined the Odd Fellows and the
Masons, where he rubbed elhows with
many of the small merchants who adver-
tised in the Swun, But his social contacts
did not prevent him from criticizing busi-
nessmen, at least collecuvely, for what he
considered their shortsightedness and
lack of community spirit. In the spr |ng ol
1597, Oseeala’ HIltl{igfulumkthr_-"s[ Crioy
River to Minnesota had been badlyv dam-
aged by ice. On December 22, 1897, just
ten weeks after launching his newspaper,
Roese mounted his first big public-
improvement campaign, urging business-
men o raise 58,000 o repalr the bridge,
The project would "advertise the place
and leave the impression that Osceola
was a live, wide-awake town.,” he wrote in
a lront-page article. For citizens who pro-
posed a cheaper alternative of ferrv ser-
vice, Roese had nothing but scorn.
Osceola’s boosters had 1o “roll the stone
of sellishness off of their hearn™ and pro-
vide the money for the bridge. As [or the
nay-sayers, thevwere "nothingbutleeches
on the back of a community that sap its
strength and then throw its carcus [séc] 1o
the buzzards,™"

The Sun’s badgering paid ofl, and the
bridge was lixed. With no apparentirony,
Roese called for a celebration of the
l'i]l]’]ll]lillit_\".‘i !l‘ﬁ.‘i—l]lil]t—!&[}l’]l]I.il]'l{'”l,l.*i. g’(‘t‘jr
crosiry.'”

Yol October 13, November 3, and December
L, 1897, The Sun boasted a cicoulanon of aboor 1,3H)
curing its carly vears, a figure that rose to more than
2000 by 1910, when Roese sold the paper. These
figures were of course unaudited.

Y Oseeala Sun, December 22, 1897,

" Ihid, March S{, 1895,
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EVER one o avoid a scrap, Roese

soon showed his colors on the lum-
ber business. Economic rivalry had been
a fact of lite in the 51 Croix Valley since
the Civil War era. Wisconsinites were in-
tensely jealous of the Sullwater lumber-
men, whom they dubbed the *Minnesota
marauders.” Much of the St. Croix timber
came from the Wisconsin side of the river,
but the capitalists, managers, and labor-
ing men who profited by it were mostly
Minnesotans. Indeed. Osceola secemed
almost entirelv cut off [rom the timber
industry’s benefits, The huge white pines
that sustained the industry were cut well
to the north of the village: they were
sawed into lumber well 1o the south.
Osceola, it seemed, reaped few dollars
and plenty of hardship from the business.
The comings and goings of an itinerant
labor force brought some economic re-
wards, but also pety erime and occasional

WHi s SydiPrss
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brawls, What was worse, ]f:gthn upriver
often choked the 51 Croix, making navi-
gauon by pleasure steamers impossible. '

On January 18, 1900, Roese and a delega-
tiomn of utltm businessmen took the train
to St. Paul 1o complain of the situation.
Some of the editor's most faithful advertis-
ers were included: |. N, Johnson, propri-
etor of the Osceola Mercantile Company,
Frank Nagler, a dealer in agricultural ma-
chinery: and C. W, Staples, the druggist,
Ihe men implored Major Frederick V.
Abbot, ol the Army Corps of Engineers, o
':m]'m\:' restrictions on the St. Croix River
Boom Corporation. Casting aside anv pre-
tense of objectivity, Roese paraphrased
the complaint of one Polk County man:
the timber barons “thought thev had roval
rights.” Thev had transformed the virgin
forests into a “dreary waste.” Far from

Dunn; The St Croix, 1S,
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being benetactors, they were “the harde ‘it
of taskmasters and the veriest tvrants,”
Rocse sneered at the arguments of the
boom company's lawver: "Those who
heard him last Thursday say his speech
was painful in the aggregate orsome place
else, and his charges were as wild as a
‘pipe dream.’” e

A month later, Abbot ruled that plea-
sure boats would have [irst rights o the
river on Decoranon Day, Independence
Day, and chumg the rnnnih of J\uguxl
l‘.]Tl'wr than that, the timberinterests held
sway., Roese jeered Abbot's “open deci-
sion of preference to the boom com-
panv.” He also condemned the daily
Stillurater Gazetle, which had complained
that the decision was unduly harsh on the
lumbermen, The Stillwater editors had
“mutilated several columns with the sore-
ness they feel,” Roese wrote. “If there
were less Stillwater and fewer dam boom
::nrnp;mifas. there would be a more equi-
table distribution of enterprise and
greater and more prosperous growth in
the upper valley.” The interesis of the
valley as a whole were not helped by the
“centralization of capital at Stillwater,”
Roese fumed.™

In contrast to this
capital,” the landscape of southwestern
Polk County presented an almost
Jeffersonian aspect. The Town of Osceola,
which surrounded the village, wasacheck-
erboard of small farms. Most were less
than a quarter-section: the higgest, at two
hundred acres, belonged to the merchant
J- N Johnson, Roese would not condone
sniping between village and country. He
insisted that they shared mutual interests,
and the advertising in the Sun bore out
this claim. Osceola served the farmer,
and the farmer in turn gave life 1o the
village. Livery stables, harness-makers, and
purvevors of general merchandise sup-
ported the Sun week alter week. Roese

' fhseenla Sun, January 25, 194
" [l February 15 and 22, 19400

o2

“centralization of

accepted national advertising—much of
it from patent-medicine peddlers—but
he relegated it to the back pages of his
paper and refused to sell contract space
at a discount,””

For Roese, much as for William Allen
White, the key to growth was a spirit of
ceonomic reciprocity, The Sun boosted
Osceola; in return it urged Osceolans to
spend their money at home and expected
the support of local merchants. Roese
regarded the mail-order houses with fear
and suspicion, and he railed against cata-
logue shopping almost weekly after 191},
He wanted every Osceolan who sent a
dollar bevond the county’s boundaries 1o
feel that he or she had “sinned.” The Sun
noted that farmers had no control over
commaodity prices; their fates were deter-
mined by “the grain operators of large
cities,” Now the “concentration of busi-
ness in cities” was robbing rural people of
the last vestige of local control by “requir-
ing” them to send their money away, That
would mean "the |'u1'r]ingnl'h{':mliI'ul and
home like towns. When vou have depleted
the home town vou have done much to-
wards deprﬁciating the value of the farm
lands.” Roese “talked up” Osceola, and he
expected his advertisers to “talk up” the
Sun: "Now is it just fair for The Sun 10 be
preaching your good qualities, asking and
urging people 1o patronize vou, when vou
never think of saving a good word for The
Sun?™

To some extent, Osceola retained ele-
ments of what one scholar has called the

™ Plag Sk of Palk Coundy, Cseeoln Sun, November
L, 1897, Pans of northern and eastern Polk County
showed heavy ownership by tmber interesis. These
lands were largely in hardwoods: Unlike pine, hard-
woeod ordinarily could not be loated w market; i
had 1o be hauled o ralroad sidings on enormous
horse-drawn sleds. Roese appears to have regarded
the heavily wooded wwnships of Polk County as
hard-luck cousins (o the more prosperous farming
areas.

* (hresla Sun, Novernber 30, 1905, and Julv 12
and December 240, 1906,
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“premodern moral economy.” Business
activities were grounded in social rela-
tionships, and the work of individuals was
still strongly linked to the work of the
communmnity, The rise of catalogue shop-
ping—e pltﬁmued by the mammoth Chi-
cago firm of Sears, Roebuck & Com pany—
presaged an impersonal market system
that transcended local relationships.
Roese’s rhetoric, beyond its obvious sell-
interest, reveals a profound unease over
this depersonalization and its conse-
gquences for the community. The editor
never spoke of bald economic motives,
but rather of mutual obligations and the
common good. Even when dealing with
mundane matters, such as the Sur's s0-
licitation of job printing, Roese could
impart a tone of moral duty: "A paper
such as The Sun, costs a ‘lot’ of money
every week 1o produce, and it can only be
kept up to its present standard, by secur-
ing such business as by right belongs 1o i."*

Sounding every bit like the minister’s
son he was, Roese argued that a business-
man who gave to the community would
be rewarded many times over. As a small-
town schoolboy, Roese probably had not
been exposed o the theories of classical
coonomics, but as an adalt he would have
mistrusted them. Individualistic self-
interest, in his view, did not give rise to an

“invisible hand” that elevated the
community’s commaon interest. Instead,
the unbridled quest for profits repre-
sentedamalign foree thatinevitably would
tear the community apart.”

Despite Roese’s anxieties, his own busi-
ness evidently flourished. On Sepiember
28, 1905, he celecbrated the Sun’s eighth
anniversary by printing a special edition
on book-quality paper. Engravings of the
newspaper’s new equipment, including a
Babcock cylinder press powered by a six-
horsepower gasoline engine, were printed

= Thomas Bender, Community and Social Change
i Americn (Baltimore, 1982, 108117 Oscenle Sun,
November 30, 1905 {emphasis added) .

throughout the edition in bright blue
ink. Circulation stood at 1,700, Roese had
long since abandoned the “patent in-
sides,” and he now printed all eight pages
of the paper in his own shop. He an-
nounced that he had replaced his old set
of type, which had served him faithfully
since his davs at Maiden Rock., In an
editorial, he eulogized the well-worn bits
of lead in a manner that imbued them
with mystical spirit: *Week by week and
dav by day the dress thai has been dis-
carded chronicled the happenings of the
world, and especially the part that is the
world to us, our county and state. It told
the incidents and events, the hopes and
ambitions and pleasures and sorrows that
made up the history of the weekly life ul'
ourfriends, ourne ]g}]]}undﬂdﬂurhf Ives =
“Bro. Roese, of The Osceoln Sun, 18 evi-
dently prospering,” wrote a fellow editor
(and apparently a fellow Mason) in one
ol many bougquets the paper printed two
weeks later. Marveled another: “We have
often wondered how Roese made things
go so blamed fast over his way.™
Roese’s prosperity had only tangential
connections to the lumbermen who were
denuding the great forests of the north.
Still, the Sun occasionally printed tidbits
ahout the midwestern tmber business,
which by the early twentieth cenmury was
flagging. Late in 19053, Roese reprinted
an item from the Stillwater fournal that
sounded the death knell for the St Croix
logging industry. The hoom at Stillwater

 As an example of Roese's business ethos, con-
sicler his endorsement of the druggist G W, Saples
for aseat in the Wisconsin Assembly i 1906, Staples
was 2 socilisy, but Roese saw it to transcend party
lowally and endorse his fricnd, who was “temperace
in all things."” Staples, wrote Roese, put “character
above evervthing . . . will sacrifice private interess uo
the public geod |, . [and| does not have one brand
of honesty for business purposes and another for
private lifi.” Oscenda Sun. October 18, 1906,

1 Nridd, Sepiember 28, 1905,

o fhid, October 12, 1905,
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had handled barely 102 million board
feet of logs in 1905, and the figure was
expected 1o fall 1o 90 million in 1906,
After that, “the output of the boom will be
gradually reduced until all the logs on the
St. Croix and its tributaries have been
i

N the pages of the Sun, the passing of
the lumber business might have re-
mained a footnewe had 1t not been for the
intransigence of a farmer named John F.
Deitz. In the spring of 1904, about ninety
miles from Oscenla, in the dense [orests
of Sawver County, Deitz had begun to
make trouble for the lumber companies.
The scene of battle was a small, unimpos-
ing dam on the Thornapple River,

The so-called Cameron dam had been
built in 1875, under astate charter issucd
to an Eau Claire lumberman. It was a
crude structure of hewn timber and
earthen reinforcements, fifteen feet high
and just twenty-five feet wide. But by regu-
lating the flow of water, it allowed lum-
bermen to float millions of dollars” worth
of timber down the Thornapple 1o the
Chippewa River, and from there 1o the
“Big Mill” of the Weverhaeuser lumber
conglomerate at € h1ppewa Falls.®

Deitz’s rllf.puw sprang Irom the fine

rint of a real-estate deal. In 1900, the
Deitz family had bought 160 acres of Saw-
yer County land from Jennie Cameron, :
widow. A corner of the Cameron dam |:-1!.'
on the properwy, Mrs. Cameron’s deed
contained an easement that permitted
the ( h]ppcha [.umber & Boom l'.nmpd:]}
to use the dam, But for reasons unknown,
no such provision was included in the
title when the Deitzes acquired the farm.
After vears ol working itinerantly at the
site, the Deitz family occupied the land in

oM, October 19, 1905, The last log went
through the 5t Croims boom on June 12,1974 Dunn,
The 58, Croix, 113

T Hass, ".‘i||.]_1]_1|'|;'h$i.-:a-ll af Jahn F. Dyeite, " 2ES—200,
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February, 1904, John Deitz submitted a
claim for $1.700 10 the Chippewa Log-
ging Company for hiswork as a watchman
aon a dam on the Brunet River, where the
family had previously lived. The claim was
denied, and Deitz roughed up two log-
gers in an ensuing fistfight. Seething with
anger, the farmer vowed 1o ger even.
“They've got to go through my dam,” he
noted. “I've wrote the company, and I'm
going to get alittle money out of it. When
they're counting their millions, the few
crumbs that fall 1o the floor ought to be
mine,” Besides his back wages, Dette
claimed he was owed 58,000 in rovalties
for logs that had passed through the dam
since 1900, Loggers who arrived at the
property in April of 1904 were amazed 1o
find the Cameron dam posted against
trespassing. Deitz stood waich, backing
up his words with a .30-30 Winchester
rifle.*®

The lumber company chitained state
and federal injunctions against Deitz, but
the farmer insisted he had never heen
properly served with legal papers. {On
one occasion, fearing that a package of
warrants was an “infernal machine,” Deite
hoisted it with a pitchfork and threw it
into the river.) Authorities in Hayward,
the county seat, bungled several attempts
to capture the lawless woodsman, William
Irvine, 1‘:1;1[1;:5_{:_“' of the Chippewa Lumber

& Boom Company, proposed that the
"'-rldhunu_ Order arbitrate the dispute,
(Deitz and Irvine were both Masons, as
were many of the lumber company’s man-
agers.] Deitz, suspicious that corporate
ties were more powerful than fraternal
ones, retused the overture.

In April, 1906, water from dams above
the Dweitz farm was released as if on cue,
and the Cameron dam was destroved by
the ensuing torrent. The lumbermen ap-
parently had intended to wash all the
timber downstream. but they only par-
tially succeeded. Thousands of logs were

= Ihidd., 268, 270.
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stranded above the dam. in a marshy arca
on and around the Deitz property. Now
the issue was truly deadlocked.™

HE Oseeola Sun ook early notce of

the case, as did most other newspa-
pers in northern Wisconsin and eastern
Minnesota. In the plainest sense, the Deite
drama was an exciting story, and the out-
law farmer’s blustering rhetoric made for
good copy. Roese culled items from other
newspapers and |'t']}1'ir'|L1.=r] them, often on
the front page. He also reprinted editori-
als from papers sympathetic to Deitz, such
as the Rire Lake Leader. One such piece, in
1905, condemned a “low lived sneaking
trick” by two men who had called at the
Deitz home claiming to be lost and hun-
gry, and then had wried to serve the farmer
with legal papers. {Deitz had bodily
thrown them from his cabin.) Roese
quoted a Minneapolis Tribune piece in
which Deitz explained why he refused to

M M. 2T0=277,

take his grievances before the legal svs-
tem: “lama poor man and have no money
to fight a millionaire corporation in the
coures.™™

But it was not until July of 1906, when
Clarence Deitz was wounded in a “shower
of leaden hail” from the Sawyver County
posse, that Roese resolved Lo investigate
the situation firsthand, On August 30, the
Sun announced that it had received a
twenty-two-page, handwritten manuscript
from Deitz outlining his side of the con-
troversy. “It will be of great interest to
evervone who believes in a ‘square deal,”™
Roese told his readers. "This case has
attracted wide attention, and The Sun con-
gratulatesitself and its thousands of read-
erson the ‘scoop’ it has accomplished.” A
week later, the editor made his first trip to
the cabin on the Thﬂrnapplu.ﬂ

¥ hvreeda Suw, April 13, 1805, It was common
practice at the time for smalltown editors 1o ex-
change copies of their newspapers free of charge
with the understanding that the contenis could be
reprinted.

i Avprust 2 and 3, 1906,
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For several weeks therealler, Roese
trumpeted his forthcoming "Deitz Edi-
tion.” Until then, most Osceolans prob-
ably had viewed the case as a spectacular
entertainment. But suddenly they were
implored o regard it as a personal chal-
lenge and an opportunity to express their
solidarity with a downtrodden family in
the wilds of Sawver County. Roese an-
nounced that extra copies of the edition
would be sold for 25 cents, with proceeds
going to a Deitz benefit fund: “Here is an
opportunity for every friend of this perse-
cuted man to help a good cause. In addi-
tion to the newspapers, photos of the
Deite Family and views of the famous farm
will be on sale at 50 cents each.™

During late October, Roese's gasoline-
powered press worked overtime. Besides
the regular Sun of October 25, 1t cranked
out 1,700 copies of the *Deitz Edition™ for
subscribers, and another 4,000 copies of
the edition for individual sale,

OHN F. DEITZ BEFORE ALIL MEN

read the edition’s main headline, sug-
gesting that the farmer was standing be-
tore the citizenry and mviting judgment.
Deitz’s own rambling statement :’j{‘{'[]p"lf‘.{{
a dozen columns; among other things, he
charged that a voung woman who was sent
o the home o wator the Deiwz children
had rifled T_ht’f_:ullijh the L;rnll}' s belong-
ings looking for incrniminating evidence.
Roese urged readers 1o "exchange places
with Mr. Deitz,” and o imagine that, after
vears of toil, they had somehow incurred
“the enmity of a powerful corporation,
and that corporation, backed by its mil-
lions of dollars and its armed gangs of
dlesperadoes and thugs, should attemp
to despoil vou of vour home.
[W]ouldn't you do just ».‘_LlLlh as John F.
Deitz is doing today?™

¥ fhid., September 20 and Ocrober 25, 1906
" ., October 25, 1906,

R ls]

In his top story, Roese betraved severe
':l['lXitf'le.' Ve ||'l{‘.‘ Cdse itl'l'[j i[ﬁ II'IL*iiI'IiTIg (8]
American democracy. Without “regard to
class or political affiliation,” all citizens
were entitled to a “square deal,” he wrote.
But the machinery of democracy had been
corrupted, Great wealth, instead of con-
veving benefits to the many, had enabled
a privileged few to seize control of the
government, Grafters dominated politics;
“moneyv-ruled judges” had sullied the jus-
tice system. In the “so-called enlightened
twentieth century,” it appeared that, con-
trary to the words enshrined in the Decla-
ration of Independence, all men were not
equal after all. Money had become “the
controlling power,” and “the possessor of
unlimited quantities of gold” seemed 1o
be above the law. In Roese’s eves, great
wealth necessarily sprang from great
wrongdoing. For any Osceolan who
viewed the Deitz case as merely a far-off
amusement, Roese had an ominous warn-
ing: “MNo oneis safe [rom these vultures.™™

Advance publicity for the “Deitz Edi-
tion” had rattled nerves in Sawyer County,
Roese had been warned by F. L.
McNamara, that county’s district attor-
ney, that *as a man who owns property
and relies on the state to protect that
property,” he should not “defend crimi-
nals and crime.” McNamara labeled
Deitz's resistance as “an attack on our
organized form of government which is
nothing but anarchy.” Roese assured his
readers that the Sun was not opposed to
‘?.{‘Lleg disputes by "the ordinary course
of law.” But in this case, Roese said, he was
convinced that a fair trial was impossible,
and that the defiant Deitz was “pursuing
the one course apen to him, "™

HUS began an extraordinary alliance
that was to last more than three

b
i,
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vears. Roese visited the Deitz home again
in late November. By then the Family was
under siege; they dared not venture into
town for fear of ambush or arrest. With
the long northern winter approaching,
thev had nothing to eat but venison and a
cellar full of root crops. “Hold the fort,
for we (vour friends) are coming to Ihl.
front to help you out, all that we can,’

Roese wrote to the [ muh on Chrisumas
Day. He enlisted the help of several Deitz
supporters, including Charles Broughton,
editor of the Fond du Lae Bulletin, An-
other comrade, a man named Jacobson,
invoked fraternal ties in his pledge to join
the battle. He wrote to Roese:

I see vou think that 1 am a Bro.
Mason, but am sorrv 1 am not, bu
that does not matter. I am for what
[ think is right. I am an Odd Fellow,

Pheitz i fprodalidy the man ot the far right.

also an Elk, and I think their teach-
ings are very much the same as the
Masons. The first qualification for
either, s fo be a man. When it comes
18] '-.:fmm;‘ women and littde chil-
dren, in order o satisty greed, { want
to fight, if I get killed in the fivst fire ™

Early in 1907, Roese put the Sun’s col-
umns to work for a cause far distant from
Main Swreet: the relief of the Deitz family.
The lumber company had tried "to cut off

" ki, December 6, 1906; Alfred E. Roese o
Deity Family, December 25, 1906, in the Roese Pa-
pers (emphasis in original ). Roese, aware that the
Deite Lamily was desperate for kind words, often
quoted other people’s letersin his correspondence,
He also sent press clippings, which the Deitzes as
sembled ina :it':';:phmrk. Broughion, as editor of the
Sheboyran Press, went onto become one of Wisconsin's
mosl prominent journalises,

97



WISCONSIN MAGAZINE OF HES TORY

W KU

Charles 1 Il‘i:-"III-'_L-\Illln'nll'. et nf theFond du Lac Bulletin,

I:-'-'r.'.'.v.-." Hoewr o 1.l.'||'-.".lrl.-'.'.'-.'|;: Dt |r:';h'-'|'|'l",_|’.".'.""-'l leiter Berume

orie ot state’s forermost poscrmalisis as eddor of the She

bovean Press

Mr. Deitz from his hase of supplies, and,
with hunger gnawing at the vitals of him-
self, wife and little ones, force him o give
up,” Roese told his readerson January 17.
Osceolans already had donated “400
pounds of clothing, ew..” which were
delivered to the Thornapple on Christ-
mas Eve. Editor Broughton of Fond du

214

WINTER, 1995-1996

Lac raised half a ton of various “provi-
sions,” which he took 1o the cabin in
January along with four barrels of flour
from Osceola. Meanwhile, John Deitz
declared glumlv that the lumber com-
pany was certain to kill the entire famaly
that summer: *[ am satisfied that [ wall be
the last one to be murdered, as there
would be no excuse for murdering the
rest if I were dead.”™

The rhetoric intensified in February,
when Roese launched a massive !'[‘HHIIEH‘_{
campaign. Deitz was "a prisoner in his
own home,” never knowing when corpo-
rate thugs might shoot him “like a beast.”
The farmer had invoked the wrath of the
lumber barons by refusing to “humbly
bow” to their demands. By supporting
Deitz, the Sunsugpested, Osceolans could
take a stand for justice and individualism;
thev conld reaffirm not just Deitz’s right
to liberty but also their own. Roese pre-
sented a bold challenge to his readers,
inviting them to think of the Deitz case
not in terms of particular circumstances,
butas a referendum on inalicnable righis:
“Dovyou recognize the right of a citizen of
Wisconsin tolive and support himselfand
familyin the manner he 51-:‘5E'|1,.m*.-11111g'.15
he does nothing to conflict with the laws
of the state?™™

N this manner, the Deitz case was m-

bued with a kev element of “boosterism™:
the good of one was tied to the good of all.
Alfred Roese asked readers to bring dona-
tions of food or money 1o his newspaper's
office. “The libertv-loving, oppression-
hating citizens of Wisconsin have never
heen asked to contribute to a more wor-
thy cause than this. "

The campaign succeeded. Early n
March, Roese and several other men took
the supplies to Winter by train, then
loaded them on a horse-drawn sleigh for

¥ aceala Sun, January 17 and 51, 1907
= fhid,, February 14, 1907,
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the journey through the forest. The goods
would last through the fall. In a froni-
page letter in the Sun, the Deitzes thanked
“the hundreds who have so quickly come
toour assistance.” Roese, meanwhile, paid
the family’s property taxes for 1906 o
prevent the Weverhaeuser interests from
obtaining a tax deed on the dam site. To
foot the bill, Hattie Deitz stitched mittens
from deer hides, which were shipped to
Roese forsale at Osceola at one dollar a
pair. In addition to the editor’s every-
day duties, the burden on his time must
have been tremendous, but Roese seems
never to have complained. It certainly
gives me pleasure to know that you have
s0 much faith in me,” he wrote to Deits
in January."

Roese’s anger over the treatment of
John Deitz coincided with Progressive
indignation over the destruction of the
northern forests. To that extent, the “en-
emy” in the Deitz case was clearly defined.
The Chippewa Lumber & Eunm Com-
pany and the Mississippi River Logging
Company, Deitz’s prime adversaries, were
subsidiaries of the nation’s biggest lum-
ber empire: the vast syndicate controlled
by Frederick We u,rh..u_uhc Though not
entirely secretive, Weyerhaeuser and his
callugum made a practice of silence.
Thus they escaped—at least for a while
the scrutinyaccorded John D, Rockefeller
and other high-flying capitalists of the
early twentieth century, But by 1905, the
systematic clear-cutting of the woods, and
its social costs, were hbecoming apparent.

® L., Febrouary 21, T907.

* i, March 14, 1907 Roese w Deie famaly,
January 27, 1807, in the Roese Papers. Rocse seems
to have ¢ njove o the :luak—.and—rl.—zggg_r aspects of the
Dwite affair. Often he sealed his beters to Deite in
rnltiple envelopes to guard against tampering. Chn
another necasion, he referred Deitzto the *3d Epistle
of 5t. John, the 13th and 14th verses,” adding:
“There were several things [ had o well you bu 1
would rather not trust them o pen and ink, How-
ever, | hope to see you soon and @lk te you person-
ally.” Rocse to Deite, Febroary 19, 1907, afid.

Having logged off the Midwest, Weyer-
haeuser was turning his sights to the Pa-
cific Northwest. Instead of being re-
planted, most of northern Wisconsin
{what came to be called “The Cutover™)
was sold o speculators or simply aban-
doned. Speaking to the American Forest
Congress in 1905, Theodore Roosevelt
epitomized the growing resentment over
lumbermen who “skin the country and go
somewhere else . .. whose idea of devel-
oping the country is to cut every stick of
timber off of i1, and leave a barren
desert.”™!

Alfred Roese was deeply troubled by
the rise of the “trusts,” and clearly am-
bivalent over the meaning of wealth, The
specter of corporate power frightened
him. Thus he could reprint, in the guise
of the Sun's lead story, a 1905 press re-
lease from Fverybody's Magazine advertis-
ing a Fmthcr:nmng article called “Fren-
zied Finance™: “It will only be a few yvears
[the author asserted ], when ten men will
be absolute legal owners of the entire
United States and the rest of the people
will be legally their slaves.” When aroused,
as he had been in writing the “Deitz Edi-
tion,” Roese declared flatly that bigness
meant corruption and chicanery. At an-
other juncture, he stated, “*The corpora-
tion is a business necessity and if it lives
up to the laws is no more a menace than
anindividual.” Corporations were athreat
onlywhen they became "powerful t‘ﬂ(}llgh
to control the machiner vol government,”
he wrote.

Roese's own politics fueled his indeci-
sion, He applauded the rhetoric of his
hera, Theodore Roosevelt, and abhorred
what he considered the unreasoning
populism of Robert La Follette and Wil-
liam Jennings Bryan. In 1904, Roese

" Ralph W. Hidv, Frank Emest Hill, and Allan
Mevins, Timber and Men: The Weyerhaewser Story (New
York, 1963), 200, 207, ' '

¥ Osresde Neew, January 26, 1905, and February 6,
1908,

L
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guoted approvingly a ‘rI]tt‘lh siven by
Roosevelt a year before in Milwaukee,
cdllmgn pmphmw on La Follettism. In
it, Roosevelt had said there was no place
in society for wealthy men who used their
riches to “oppress and wrong” their neigh-
bors, But neither was there a place for the
“demagogic agitator” who attacked capi-
talists or corporations without 1‘(.'g;ﬂ'd Lia
“whether they do well or ill.” Such “igno-
rant rancor,” Roosevelt had warned, could
“overthrow the very foundations upon
which rest our national well being.™"

Roese gained some ammunition late in
1906 with the publication in Cosmopalifan
ofan article asserting that Weverhaeuser's
fortune “overshadows that of John b.
Rocketeller.” The piece claimed the lum-
ber baron controlled "evervthing in the
Mississippi River lumber district,” which
certainly was a gross exaggeration. Roese
reprinted the article in the Sun.
Weyverhaeuser broke his accustomed si-
lence just long enough to sputter that the
story was the product of the "discased
Hearst mind. "™

II' Roese’s worst fears often wok the
form of abstractions—"greed.” the
“rrusts,” “corruption” of the courts and
the “ruining” of small towns—it is he-
cause his anxieties often were more gen-
eral than specific. His vision served
psvchological function for himself and
his readers, for it allowed them to con-
trast Oscenla’swell-ordered existence with
the menacing potential of the world be-
vond Polk County. For Roese, this con-

b, June 50, 1904 AL least once a month,
Rocse had something nastye 1o say about john 1
Rockefeller, One front-page artic le neseed that this
nil titan was not as rich as was commonly supposed;
in fact, he was making just 359,523 4 day. As Rocse
declared in o headline, "By Exercising Frugality He
Manages to Keep the Woll from the Door,™ fidd,
Fehruary 28, 1907,

" “Weyerhacuser: Richer Than John Do
Rockefeller,” in Cosmapolitan Magazine (holiday cdi-
tion, 1906-1907), 4225225t Oscenle Sun, February
70907, Hidy, Hill, and Nevins, Tober and Men, 302,
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trast was unambiguous and deeply dis-
turbing. In the person of Frederick
Weyerhaeuser, he seems to have found a
villain whose wicked wavs would excuse
almostany transgression by the hotheaded

John Deitz.*

T the turn of the twentieth century,
the small-town editor might be for-
given for thinking that he was master of
his world. His was a richly organic life,
tied to community ritual and to neigh-
baorly bonds. Iis mdq rlv rhythms culmi-
nated one evening cach week in the rum-
bling start-up of a sheet-ted printing press.
Unlike the big-city dailies, whose news
conient was qhaped by hierarchical orga-
nizations dedicated to a prescribed insti-
tutional style, the small weekly newspaper
bore the unmistakable mark of one per-
son: its editor and proprietor. Thus, the
small paper might be alternately cheerful
or cranky, congratulatory or scolding,
Alwavs, the gray columns of type repre-
sented “the lengthened shadow of the
editor himsel[.," "

Yer the small-town editor’s illusion of
control was precisely that. He spoke to a
citizenry whose existence was defined by
ties of kinship, neighborhood, and com-
munity; his purview rarely extended be-
vond the county line. But the “island
communities” of rural America increas-
ingly came under attack after 1900. State
commissions and licensing boards deter-

“Forasuccinet and elegant stnmmany of Ameri-
can thought during this era, sec Robert H. Wiche,
The Search _II':'.lr {}rr.[.-«.-, 1877-1920 [Nl:,“l'.' York, V967,
[ =1 B35,

“Loren Reid, Hurry Home Wednesday: Growing U
i a Swall Missowry Towm, PW5<18921 (Columbia,
19781, 50, Reid’s 15 one of a very few book-length
works on small-town journalism during this period.
See also Thomas D Clark, The Southers Couwntry Editor
{Indianapalis, 19483, Although Sally Griftith’s Home
T Newss (cited elsewhere) tells the story of a small-
town daily, s reflections on the editor’s role as
“booster” are applicable to weekly papers as well,
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mined and oversaw many aspects of pub
lic policy and commerce. Mail-order
houses—particularly Sears, Roebuck—
threatened the merchants of Main Street.
Talk of “the trusis” reflected vague yet
‘.'.'ifii:.‘\'i"rt'[“d{l fears that the small town was
losing its autonomy, The rural editor’s
response to this onslaught was usually
defensive: outside forces and influences
were seen not as part of a changing eco-

nomic order, but asintrusions on a way of
life that was inherentlv superior to that of

the cities.?’
Alfred Roese clung to the illusion of

control, quite sincerely, to the end ol

Y Wirche, The Saavch for Order, 27

his life, As editor, his role was 1o mar-
shal citizens to take control of their
destny, for he believed deeply that this
destiny was theirs. Thus he echoed the
characteristically Republican belief that
“temperament” or“character” mattered
maore than anvthing else. As editor of
the Sun, Roese constantly reminded
readers that success was theirs for the
asking—if only they would believe in
themselves and work in concert toward
a (o him) elearly visible community
interest, Politics was not so much about
policy as it was about civic decency, At
the core of this lav Roese’s belief that
affairs outside Polk County should not
matter much, except as big-time exem-
plars of what was “respectable” in pub-
lic life,
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Under Roese’s editorship, the Sun was
an unusually good small-town weekly. It
wis ty pngraphu ally appealing, with clean
lines and a consistent visual style. Roese

wrote with verve and no small amount of

ironic humor, He seems to have obeved
theweekly editor’s pammuun[Cmnnmml
ment: Thou shall fry la primit the name of every
subscriber at least vnce a year. Roese's wile,
son, and daughter hf:lpt'd outin theshop,
and one or two hired men aided in setting
t‘.l-'PE' d!'l.l!_'] ﬁ]x{]l]l:‘!l]’l!!’]ﬁ |]"l!‘ f.fll'll]:‘.l-['!'il‘]'l[.
About 1907, as the Sun grew more suc-
cessful, Roese brought in partners who
eventually would buy the operation and
take over its f-rhtmi.h:p But Roese him-
self always put in long hours, sometimes
working past midnight on press days,
making sure that every aspect of the op-
eration hore his personal imprint.

It is clear that Roese invested even the
grubbiest details of his job—running the
press, soliciting ads, hawking subscrip-
tions—with a larger purpose. Like maost
of what he wrote, his coverage of the
Deitz case was a lesson in deportment, a
treatise on how citizens ought o behave
iftheyvwere o thrive in a society of mutual
interdependence. When owside affairs
intruded on Osceola, they were always
I'Cilll{:rprt‘l{'tl in the language of local
propriety. Every story was an object les-
son. Roese’s role was not unlike that of
the small-town clergyvman: 1o interpret
for his flock avasi, sometimes overwhelm-
ing cosmos while reminding them that
the path to salvation could be found only
within their own hearts.

The Deite saga no doubt sold newspa-
pers, but if Alfred Roese had been after
maoney he could have made it more easily,
and with far less grief, in one of his two
sidelines: job printing and the selling of
insurance policies. His support for Deitz
invited scorn from other newspapermen,
at least one of whom derided the “sickly
exhibition of sentiment” by pro- D(‘i[?
cditors. But Roese was unswerving,
standing firmly and unequivocally on the
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sideofright . . . and presenting facts with-
out fear or favor constitutes the ‘vellow
press,”” he wrote in 1907, “the Sun is
proud to be classed as one of that color, ™

HERE 15 no evidence that the Yun
suffered economically for its advo-
cacy of Deitz. The paper’s advertising
volume appears to have grown after 1906.
In May of 1907, a dozen angry subscribers
canceled the paper—not hecause of the
Deitz coverage, but because Roese had
belittled the talents of the winners of a
high school declamatory contest. “If any-
body thinks that by threatening to stop
his paper or withdraw his patronage he
can dictate what or what shall not appear
in its columns, he will do well o disen-
gage himself from thar fallacy at once,”
Roese thundered in reply. Despite such
petty skirmishes, which appear to have
greatly vexed him, Roese expanded the
Sun to a six-column format in June of
1907. A handsome new masthead fea-
tured the state seal and motto (*Forward™)
al its center. The editor thanked readers
and advertisers for their "able support.”
To Dweitz, who feared that he would sell
outl, Roese expressed constant reassur-
ance. “l am still possessor of The Sun and
I guess [ will be for some time to come,”
he wrote in February of 1908, “It’s paid
for and that’s more than most of the
country prints can say.” Even il he sold,
he vowed, he would try to “go nearer to
the seat of war"—by which, presumably,
he meant buving a newspaper in Sawver
County."

[n the meantime, the terms of the dis-
pute had shifted markedly. On June 10,
1907, W. E. Moses, an independent log-
ger acting as an agent for Frederick
Weverhaeuser, called at the Deitz cabin

¥ Hudson Stare-Times, January 17 and 31, ancd
February 7, 1908; Oscenla Sun, March 21, 1907,

i E'J‘.'.'m'u:fe Sunr, May 2 and June 6, 1907, Rocse 1o
Dreitz, February 18 and 27, 1008, in the Roese Papers.
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and offered a sentlement. Weverhaeuser
would pay Deitz his back wages for his
work on the Brunet Eiver dam. Deitz
would allow the lumbermen to remaove 4
million board feet of Toes from the flow-
age above the ruins of Cameron dam and
haul them overland to the Flambeau River.
In exchange, Deitz would get to keep
500,000 feet of logs lving on his own
property. Moses explained that Wever-
haeuser wanted no violence.

Deitz agreed to the setdement. On
September 16, Moses rewurned to the
Thornapple and paid the family $1,717 in

cash—without a doubi, the largest sum of

money they had ever seen.™

" Hass, "Suppression of John F. Dearz,” 290,

Muses, the Bndependent logger uhie negotialed the Weverliaewser

Roese learned of the accord from a

newspaper article, and wrote to Deiiz:

I could noisleep afier reading the
story, amd then all night long [ could
see vou and vour family clustered
around the fire place talking over
the all important matter. . , .

If God ever had anyone on his
footstool that are more deserving
than the family who have been hold-
ing the fort at Cameron dam, ['ve
never heard of them. “Proise Gaodd
From Whem Al Blessings flow” is my
humble prayer to each and every
member of your Family. . . .

Mrs. R. and myself send to vou our
heartfelt blessings and hope that we
will be able to soon grasp the hand
of the one man who has been able 1o
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hold hisown with the lumhber thieves
of Wisconsin. . ..
From a true friend even unto death

Alfred.™

Other newspapers heralded the an-
nouncement as a Deitz victory, JOHN
DEITZ WINS HIS GREAT FIGHT, said
one headline, But for three months, the
Sun was strangely silent on the maner.
Roese visited the farm twice more in No-
vember, taking along his son, Harry. On
December 26, 1907, the Sun published a
photo of a deer-hunting group taken at
the Deitz homestead. Besides Roese and
hisson, the huntersincluded W, E. Moscs,
the ‘Weycrrh aeuser agent, who was SUpCT-
vising removal of the logs from above the
dam that winter.™

The editor apparently was waiting for a
cue from Deitz; it was not long before he
got it. In a letter published in the Sun on
January 2, 1908, Deitz reported that *hire-
lings” of Moses "have been sneaking
around our feld looking for a sure shotat
us.” The farmer claimed that Wevyer-
haeuser still owed him $8,000, The lum-
ber baron, he blustered, “has millions for
conspiracy to murder, but hasn’t money
to pay his honest debis.” Deitz seemed to
grow ever bolder in his demands and
more paranoid in his behavior, as il he
was feeding off his own notoriety.™

Thus Roese was placed in a tough posi-
tion, Foryears, the editor had campaigned
for a “square deal” for Deitz. But now that
a settlement had been worked out, who

" Roese 1o Deitz, September 19, 1907, in the
Roese Papers,

* Hass, "Suppression of John F. Deitz.” 29(0;
Rorese to Deite, Ocrober 10 and November 21, in the
Roese Papers; Oveeola Sun, December 26, 1907, Ac-
cording to the first source cited, Moses regarded
Deitz as “a mi:aguidn’] but honest and hospitable
man, almost insanely suspicions and extremely vio-
lentin speech.” In 1909, Moses circulated a petition
in Sawyer Countyasking thateriminal chargesagains
Deitz be dropped.

" Oseeada Sun, January 2, 1908,

10k

was to sayv whether it was fair? Beginning
in 1908, Deitz cast himsell in the role of
revolutionary martyr. Toward the end of
the battle, he abandoned his Republican
leanings and embraced socialism. This
seemed to make no difference to Roese,
who believed that socialists, like everyone
else, were entitled to a fair hearing ™ In
the Cameron dam dispute, Roese gave
Deitz the benefit of the doubt, allowing
the farmer to define what “fairness”
meant. Even after it became clear thar
Deitz probably never would be sarisfied,
Roese siill allowed him regular access to
the columns of the Sun. The Weyerhaeuser
interests were troubled by Deitz’s contin-
ued noisemaking: and when, through
Roese, they tried to effect a financial settle-
ment that would remove Deitz from the
land altogether, Deitz taunted his friend,
suggesting that Roese was an “easy mark”
[or the lumber companies and that they
would co-opt him. Even then, Roese re-
mained steadfast in his support; “f gave
you my word once and that is all that is
necessary.”

After that, Roese only infrequently
editorialized on the case; but Deite con-
tinued torail in printagainst the “lumber
trust.” In 1909, the Sun published a poem
Deitz wrote, blasting the German-born
Frederick Weverhacuser:

And now this man of foreign birth
Owns this part of the earth

That is called the land of liberty,
Where the people are so E.Z.

He owns the law-making bodies too,
He owns everything but me and vou,

" Faor example, in 1910 Roese stated that the new
soialist government of Milwaukee should be given
a chance, and he doabted thar businesses wouald
actually flee the citv. Hass, “Suppression of John F.
Deitz,” 271-272, 292; Oscealn Suw, April 14, 1910,

" Hiass, "Hl.lpp:'t:ﬁsim'l of John F. Deive,” 290202,
Roese to Deitz, January 17 Febraary 6, and Mareh 6,
1908, in the Roese Papers.



He owns the courts as you own vour
dog,
What he doesn't owm he'd slaughter like

a hog™

Alfred Roese, meanwhile, had prob-
lems of his own. In letters to Deitz, he
complained about his heavy workload,
dissatistaction with emplovees, and bouts
of sickness. In the autumn of 1909 he
spent ten davs on the road soliciting sub-
scriptions l}uuuj.,h:rul Polk County. The
pressures of the newspaper business—
what he liked o call the “editor’s bur-
den"—apparently were wearing him
down. Roese was frustrated by the dor-
mancy of the local Business Men's Asso-
ciation, and on February 24, 1910, he
made one last plea for “boosterism”:
“Boom your town. If you don’t, who will?
Make all the newcomers and prospective
residents think it is going 10 be the me-
tropolis of this part of the country, and
soon it will be” At the time, Osceola had
a population of about 600,

On May 5, 1910, Roese announced
that he had sold the Osceala Sun to wo
business partners, Robert Truax and Fred
Barrett. He attributed the sale to poor
healih., Diqpmal of the newspaper had
caused him *a bitter pang,” he said, add-
ing: “The knowledge that if | was to pro-
iong my life to anyw here near man's allot-
ted three score years and ten I must sever
my conneéction with the paper, did not
make the task any easier.” With that, Roese
packed up and left ll'HE' littdle town whose

* Oseeoda Swan, July 29, 1909, Deitz was a prolific
hackwoods poet, Some of his early verse, lampoon-
ing polideal conditions in Sawver County, is quite
clever. It s probably mdicative of Deite's state of
mind thae, in larer vears, his wit gave way o rambling
doggerel.

“ Roese to Deitz, December 10 and 14, 1904, and
January 2% and October 23, 1909, in the Roese
Papers: (hceda Sun. Febroary 24, 19100 The extant
Rocse-Deitz correspondence stops at the end of
1908, The two men apparently did not see each

other after 1908,

fortunes had been linked to his own for
thirteen years. With his family he took an
extended trip through the western United
states, where he investigated business
prospects and, apparently, regained his
health, ™

He returned o Wisconsin just in time
to cateh the elimax of the Deittz drama. In
September of 1910, Roese bought the
Star-Observer, in the Wisconsin village of
Hudson, just east of St. Paul. Early that
same month, John Deitz went to the vil-
lage of Winter to vote. He became in-
volved in an argument with the president
of the local school board, and a logger
named Bert Horel intervened. Deitz
pulled a pistol and shot Horel in the
neck. badly wounding him, and then re-
treated to his cabin on the Thornapple.,
The Sawver County Record called him a
“crazy anarchist outlaw terror,” and many
people in the county apparently agreed.
Public opinion. which previously had been
favorable to Deitz, now turned sharply
against him. Then, on October 1, the
Sawyer County sheriffand two posse mem-
bers, lving in ambush along the road w
Winter, shot Mvra and Clarence Deitz.
Myra, a voung woman of about twenty,
was hit in the back, After two davs of
intense suffering under arrest at Winter,
she was loaded on the baggage car of a
train and shipped to an Ashland hospital.
People were indignant over the shooting
ol the Deitz children anyway, and such
callous treatment of the girl further in-
flamed public opinion against the au-
thorities. Once more John Deitz the out-
law became John Deitz the rebel and
martyr,™

¥ hiceodn Sun, Mu_\' 5, 191 Hudson Star-Cbserper,
September 15, 1910 The Sun continued to pring
letters from Deitz after the change in ownership. It
printed news stories on the case as well, though the
new editors did not show the zeal for the battle that
Roese had. Editorially, they shared the rather wide-
spread suspicion that Deitr was a crackpol

* Hass, “Suppression of John F. Deire,” 292294,
Hudson Star-CObserver, September 15, 1910, Clarence
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The sherift’s bungled ambush seemed
to re-energize Alfred Roese, who had al-
ways been fond of the Deiz children. He
railed against the “savagery” of the attack:
“Handcufhing the delicate girl, faint with
the loss of blood, I][']}}]L'H‘-‘. and in anagony
of pain is cruelty ILI'!]]H]'El”{'|{'IZ| in this
present century. ... [Clan any sane per-
son, outside of Sawver county, deny the
widest sympathy with John F. Deitz and
every individual member of his family
from the baby up*™"

Deitz refused alast-minute peace offer,
including a personal pledge from Gover-

Deitz was shot 10 the hand, My recovered from her
hack wound, She went on (o marty, then divorce, a
Chicago Alm director who made o move about the
Dtz affair in which Myra playved herself,

* Hupadson Star-Chserper, Olotober &, 1910,

[

nor James 0. Davidson that he would re-
ceive a fair trial and free legal counsel.
Likening himself to John Brown, he vowed
to fight to the end. On Saturday morning,
October 8, about three dozen deputies, a
score of newspapermen, and a horde of
townspeople trooped through the woods
to the Thornapple tor the final showdown.
Justhefore 10 o'clock, the deputies opened
fire. At least a thousand shots were fired in
a gun battle lasting more than five hours.
John Deitz took refuge in the loft of his
barn, where he held the posse at bay with
his deer rifle. A deputy. Oscar Harp, was
killed in the exchange of punfire; Deitz
was wounded in the hand and, arthe beg-
ging of his family, he gave himself up.
John, Hattie. and Leslie Deitz were taken
into custody, eventually to be charged with
murder. The next day, the story of “the
battle of Cameron Dam”™ made the front
page of the New York Times.™



Freed on bail, Deitz and his family took
1o the vaudeville circuit. Early in 1911
they spoke at the Shubert Theaterin Min-
neapolis, where an orchestra played
“patriotic airs” as John, Myra, and Leslie
took the stage. John Deitz, facing a battle
for his freedom, was full of his usual
bluster. "They used plenty of funds to get
the whole Deitz familv and they couldn’t
cven get the dog,” he bellowed, to the
crowd’s great approval and shouts mfh as
*You're all right, John!™ B Deitz’'s bra-
vado did him no good in court. On May
15, 1911, Harttie and Leslie Deitz were
acquitted. John Deitz was convicted of
murder and sentenced to life in prison. In
Hudson, Alfred Roese gave the story front-
page play, but the unidentilied copy seems
not to have come from his own pen. It
referred 10 Detz's “uncontrollable mad-
ness” and "sinister grin,” terms that Roese
never would have used in reference to his
[riend. Deitz served ten vears in prison

before being pardoned amid a wave of
public lﬁmimtln in 1921; he died in 1924,
He was sixtyv-three. The Milwawkee fournal
eulogized him in heroic terms: “Beside
Cameron dam, on the Thornapple river,
Sawyer county, he staked it all.™™

Alfred Roese left Hudson in 1912, He
had an itinerant and apparently only

" Hass, “Suppression of John F. Deite,” 206-208;
Hudson Star-Observer, October 135, 1910; New York
Times, Ocrober 9, 1910, undared, unidentified clip-
ping (Minneapolis, February, 1911 ] in serapbook of
John F. Deitz Papers, Stawe Historical Society of
Wisconsin, Madison.

* Hass, “Suppression of John F. Deite,” 300302,
07, Hudson Stor-Odserven, Mav 1B, 1911; Mifwaukes
SJournal, May 4, 1924, The available evidence SUEEES1S
that Deitz and Roese had a falling-out, perhaps
involving a monetary dispate, around the end of
1004, One historian goes so far as 1o say that the
bond between them “snapped.” While on trial for
the murder of Oscar Harp, Deitz asked thar Roese be
subpoenaed for the defense, but [or reasons that
cannot be determined. Roese did not testify. See
Malcolm Rosholt, The Baitle of Cameron Dam ( Rosholt,
Wisconsin, 1974, 77,

BATES, BOESE AN

DYDEITE e
marginally successful career, editing small
newspapers in Minnesota and Wisconsin
until 1919 He was working as a represen-
tative for the Mikwaukee fournal and the
Dluth Hevald when he died in 1920, He
was lifty-eighe.™

MERICANS of the Progressive era re-
acted in strikingly different ways to
the rise of corporate power. The larger
cities witnessed the rise of a new middle
class and of a legion of highly trained
specialists who possessed deep faith that
they could rationalize American society
by means of “efficiency” and sound man-
agement. Allred Roese was thirty-seven
vears old when the century turned: to an
extent he was a prisoner of his rural up-
bringing and his modest education. Un-
like the new professional class, which
sought 1o mediate industrial sirife and
remake the nation, Roese clung tena-
ciously to the traditional values that had
served him well in Osceola. His Jeffer-
sonian ethos was essentially backward-
looking, but it also was admirable for its
integrity and its commitment to simple
Justice.™
[t is worth noting that Roese did not
view the Deite case in terms of forest
conservation, which in the early 1900’s
was the province mostly of college-
educated professionals. Roese, like most
other people in northern Wisconsin, as-
sumed that the cutover lands could be
turned into farms, Indeed, he believed

" Biographical sketch inthe Roese Papers; Oscesla
Sum, May 27, 1920,

FWiehe, The Search for Order, 166, [.uoking by
vond his own concern with the rise of the profes-
siomal middle class, Wiebe suggests that Progres-
sivisn might best be viewed in terms of broader
responses o modernization. Such a framework is
applicable to Alfred Roese, [or the Osceola edi-
tor—despite all his talk of local development—
Wils 1N many respects an anti-modernist. See also
David M. Kennedy, *Overview; The Progressive
Era,” in The Historian (Mav, 1975), 37:453-468,
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Conis comfiseated from folfin Deitz after his capture on Ociober 8 12100 Shorem are
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that the stench of wrongdoing in Sawver
County had retarded agricultural de vel-
opment. His chief quatn.] with the lum-
ber companies was not that thev cut down
trees, but that 1]1!“-'{'(]]']'Il;}[i'{l rmtitit'u and
treated people badly.™

If he saw it, Roese must have scoffed at
the epilogue to the Deitz case published
in the New York Times a week after the
shootowt of 1910, The Times devoted the
front page ol its Sunday magazine section
to the battle at Cameron dam. The story
portraved the case as a backwoods
anomaly, an object lesson in the perils of
socialism .uulrhv ‘blood lust among primi-
tive men.” The dispute, said the Times
portentously, was “svmbolized by the soli-
tary figure of Deitz, brooding over an
ideain the loneliness of his torest home. ™

In the pages of the Oscenln Sun, the
Cameron dam affair was not an anomaly
but an important test case on the future
of the United States. Roese was an unusu-
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ally skillful small-town journalist. By com-
hmm;ﬁ a familiar booster rhetoric with a
vivid sense of drama, he sought to invest
the story with a sense of urgency that all
Osceolans could feel. The community’s
response to his appeals for aid suggests
that, to a great extent, he succeeded. As
pml] aved by Roese, John Deitz was not a
“solitary figure” at all, but a vital symbaol
for small-town citizens, a man whose
struggle epitomized their own. The struc-
ture of power in the northern woods—
not to mention Deitz’s own penchant for
self-destruction—severely tested the
editor’s “square deal” ethos, perhaps even
crushed it. But Alfred Roese’s crusade
was a worthy one, and it rernains a prime
example of how an editor could cast an
out-of-town story as a local fable with an
enduring moral.

% Oseeela Sun, October 25, 1906,
= Mo Yook Times, October 160, 19140,



