


writing of the groups and organizations that rented a community hall owned by 

Emmet Hawley he recounted, “Now and then there would be a home talent show 

of exceedingly high quality. In these home talent shows Ed Edson and Jack Gale 

were usually among the leading characters, and a mighty good job they did of it 

too”.72 Music continued to play an important part in Edson’s life in later years. “ I 

believe the keenest enjoyment I have is in listening to music over the 

radio…When I listen to the “concord of sweet sounds’ that come from some of 

the better orchestras I grow hopeful that an animal that has progressed far 

enough to do such things may, if he doesn’t exterminate himself in the meantime, 

eventually become civilized.” 73 

CLAM DIGGERS 

 One of Edson’s most long lasting contributions to the community was the 

establishment of the Clam Diggers Club. According to an article written by 

Edson and recounted in Emmett Hawleys book, Skqee Mus, the idea of a 

community clam feed and lecture series, began in the winter of 1891-1892. A 

lecturer had come to the town of Lynden and mentioned having visited a town 

where a communal meal preceded a lecture. “From his description it sounded so 

good, that we decided to do likewise.” They formed a committee consisting of 

various members of the community who “volunteered to get the clams, which 

involved a two days’ trip to Birch Bay in order to be there at the right stage of the 

tide which was about 2 a.m..” The group brushed away snow on the beach, 

started a campfire and waited for low tide. They then slogged out with shovels, 
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lanterns and gunnysacks and dug clam until the incoming tide drove them back. 

They hiked back to Lynden and prepared a community clambake the next 

evening. This was held in the Judson Opera house and was such a grand 

success that it was decided to do it again. They held this public meal for five 

years and then it became too much to feed everyone, so it was dropped. In 1909 

it was resurrected, only this time there was a limited membership. In order to 

belong to the Clam Digger Club, one must have been a resident of Washington 

State before it gained statehood. The date of the annual dinner was set for 

November 11th, the date of the state’s admission to the United States. This 

limited the number of participants and, it should be noted, effectively eliminated 

the attendance of Hollanders. The Clam Diggers Club still holds its annual dinner 

in Lynden on November 11th. Edson referred to addressing the group several 

times. His letters include the text of one presentation made on the subject of  

“spooks”. 74 

 Edson was an outdoorsman. His scrapbook reveals photos of hikes taken 

throughout the Mt. Baker vicinity. There is a reference to an Edson who climbed 

to the top of Mt. Baker, but since there was another man named Edson who 

lived in Bellingham at the time it is not possible to confirm it was Ed. He wrote to 

George Burr that he had climbed to the top of Mt. Constitution, on Orcas Island 

three times. He also had a passion for motorcycles that he passed on to his son 

Gale. The Lynden Tribune announced that Ed. Edson and Dr. Mulder took their 

motorcycles out for the first ride of the spring in April 1906. According to his son, 

Edson rode his motorcycle to California in the summer of 1917. His letters 
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include one of his few attempts at narrative, in a tale of a five day sailing trip with 

eight other young people around the San Juan Islands 75 

 In his later years, Edson contented himself with carpentry and constructing 

elaborate wind whirligigs and kites. He described them in detail in letter 76 These 

hand carved, hand painted carousels decorated his yard and provided pleasure 

for Edson and his neighbors. He wrote of donating them to the “new” museum in 

Bellingham. Ed had a curiosity about the wind and once sent a wind-powered 

invention to the department of defense during WWII as a possible solution to the 

energy shortage. 77 

WRITER AND READER 

 Edson was a reader and a writer. A complete bibliography of the books 

and articles to which he refers in his letters is included in the The Historian’s 

Companion in this CD-ROM. His love of books and knowledge were noted in 

several biographies which referred to him. Sol Lewis, publisher of the Lynden 

Tribune wrote in an editorial on the day of Edsons death, “…A great reader, 

although he had no college degree he was as well educated as any professsor 

who ever visited the town.” 78 In 1926, Lottie Roeder Roth, History of Whatcom 

County, the description of Edson concluded, “It is not practicable to mention Mr. 

Edson’s political and religious beliefs, as they are constantly being modified by 

what seems to be further knowledge. He feels that his sincere and unalterable 

opposition to war and militarism in any guise is a more worthwhile service to 
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society than any other with which he might be credited”.79 He and George Burr 

nearly always enclosed clippings from newspapers and magazines in their 

letters. They also suggested reading materials and sent books back and forth via 

the mail.  

In addition to the correspondence with Burr, Edson wrote regularly to his 

daughter Agnes in Tacoma. He wrote Letters-to-the-Editor, both in his own name 

and under the assumed name of T.D Reiser. (He came up with this pen name by 

taking the name of a popular author, Theodore Dreiser, and changing it to T.D. 

Reiser).  “I do not care to proclaim my several very unorthodox views over or 

under my own name except to a very carefully selected and very limited 

audience. When the impulse becomes overpowering to rush into print I hide 

behind Mr. Theodore Dreiser” 80 He wrote these anonymous letters to the 

Bellingham Herald and the Seattle PI and referred to them in his letters to Burr 

as, “T.D.Reiser strikes again”. Unfortunately, I have found no way to trace these 

letters and have only one or two examples in the correspondence. 

He tried his hand at narrative81 and poetry82 and wrote lectures for the 

Hobby Club and Clamdiggers83 his autobiography84 and his invention for wind 

power.85  

 
A complete text of Ed Edson’s autobiography can be found in the LETTERS 
section of this CD-ROM 
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ED VS. HOLLANDERS 

A look at Calvinism, which is the basis of the Dutch Reformed Church, 

revealed a surprising similarity between the Church’s’ underlying belief and Ed 

Edsons ideal. The dissimilarity lies in the motivation for the outward behavior. 

 In a manner unequaled by any other reformer, Calvin emphasized that 

the main point of Christian faith was unconditional obedience to the will of God, 

ethical deeds, discipline and the fulfillment of duty. Not so much by personal 

sanctification, but by work and the moderate use of the goods of this world, by 

devotion to ones neighbor and by unceasing service for the community could one 

become closer to God. Unfortunately, in Lynden, the community to which the 

Dutch were called upon to serve mostly included their own kind. A common 

complaint was that although they expected all to adhere to their discipline, they 

worked amongst themselves and excluded non-believers. 

Ironically, Edson shared many of the basic tenets of the Calvinist faith. He 

too, was very rigid; in his diet, work ethic and sense of service for the good of the 

whole community. He believed in using the earth’s resources sparingly and in 

only taking what one needed. Unlike the Dutch Reformed parishioner, he lacked 

the theological mandate. He put his faith in government and in the higher calling 

of the intelligent human being to provide the basis for the commonwealth. He 

sought the solution in socialism. 

There are several reasons to speculate why Edson hid his convictions and 

did not feel included in the world of Calvinism and the Dutch Reformed Church. 

Some were outward circumstances, such as his divorce and occupation, others 



had to do with his view of himself and the world around him: his religion and 

politics. 

The particulars of the divorce of Ed and Mary are unclear.  But if the story of 

Mary being tired of dancing with Indians is true and her subsequent marriages 

have any bearing, it appeared Mary Hamberg enjoyed her creature comforts. 

After remarrying ,she lived on the top floor of the Sherwood Apartment Building in 

downtown Seattle with her third husband, Guy Sherwood. He ran the Crystal 

Pool, which was a high-class swimming and bathing facility in downtown Seattle. 

The photos of Mary show her dressed in furs and elaborate hats. As a child I 

remember her drooping earlobes, this she explained, was due to wearing heavy 

diamond earrings. Her sister, Agnes Nations, was a painter of some note who 

traveled often in Europe. Agnes occupied the entire top floor of a hotel in 

Pasadena, which was filled with antiques and works of art. If it can be inferred 

that these are indications of a woman exposed to and desirous of fine things, it 

makes sense that Mary Hamberg Edson decided to get out of the little 

conservative town of Lynden while the getting was good. The repercussions of 

her abandonment on Edson, who remained in Lynden to raise two small children 

were most probably negative.  

Divorce was verboden in the Dutch Reformed Church. The minister and 

counselor were sent out to families with marriage difficulties with strict orders to 

save the marriage. Even in cases of spousal abuse. Their denunciation of the 

male partner was almost as vehement as upon the woman.86 Therefore in the 
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eyes of the Dutch Reformed, Ed would be looked upon as a man who was 

unable to control his wife. 

  Owning a drug store had its problems. First of all, Ed kept the store open 

from 9 to 9 six days a week. Although they respected hearty work ethic, the 

Dutch also valued the family. The male was the head of the household physically 

and spiritually, and as such was expected to conduct evening Bible readings and 

teaching and disciplining of children.87 It would appear to the Dutch that Ed was 

not available for his children in this role. Even more egregious would have been 

Ed’s insistence on having the store open half-day on Sunday. The Dutch strictly 

adhered to no work on Sunday. 

In addition to the hours and the problems they entailed, there was the 

matter of the merchandise carried in a drug store. In addition to medicine, which 

had its suspicions, Ed also sold alcohol. Not only the Dutch, but also many of the 

early settlers, including Phoebe Judson, frowned upon the use and sale of 

alcoholic beverage. There were also cosmetic items in the store which were not 

considered ‘necessary’ by the strict Calvinists. In 1909, when Ed opened the first 

soda fountain, it was more than likely viewed as a frivolous activity. 88 He also 

sold jewelry, china, and other luxury items which would be considered 

nonessential and therefore sinful. 

 Another attribute of the Dutch Reformed Church was the resolve to never 

draw attention to ones self. They acted and dressed in a manner that exhibited 

no individuality, a stark contrast to Edson’s style. First of all he was 
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extraordinarily tall, it was difficult for a man six foot four to go unnoticed at the 

turn of the century. Edson obviously played it up. He always dressed formally in a 

high-collared shirt and tie. He had a collection of vests and hats which were later 

donated to a local drama club after his death.89 He participated in every play, 

choral group, lecture series, vaudeville show, talent show, band concert he could 

fit into his schedule. He loved to perform. Then there was the issue of fast horses 

and cars. He was often sighted riding his motorcycle through town, he was also 

one of the first residents to own an automobile. He built what was considered a 

large ostentatious house on the corner of 5th and EDSON streets, another 

conceit. 

Edson rarely shared his religious beliefs outside of his letters to Lawrie, 

but his outward life told volumes. He kept his store open on Sunday, so he 

obviously was not at church. He once sang in the Methodist church choir, but quit 

when the new minister insisted that the choir members be ‘believers’. Edson 

once gave a speech to something called The Hobby Club on one of his favorite 

topics, “Spooks”.90 He also mentioned giving the same address to the 

Clamdiggers Club. Strict Calvinists would not appreciate this proclivity to believe 

in spirits and the belief in speaking to the dead. Edson also wrote about evenings 

spent with friends around the Ouji board. An activity which, to the Dutch, would 

be sinful. 

Politically, it would seem there was not much in Edson’s outward life that 

Hollanders did not approve or else he would not have been elected mayor three 
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separate times for a total of fourteen years. There appeared to be only two major 

issues which caused townsfolk to find fault with Ed Edsons outward politics. 

Prohibition, the ‘wet’ v ‘dry’ issue, was debated throughout the U.S and in this, 

Lynden was no exception. Lynden was dry long before the Sate was admitted 

into the Union. It was not until 1903 that the first liquor license was issued in 

Lynden and there was great debate even then. The municipal elections in the 

early 1900’s most always revolved around the issue of alcohol and a ‘wet’ vs. 

‘dry’ ticket. 

 The other political issue was the KKK. In one of his letters, Edson 

mentioned the KKK had taken over a service at the Methodist Church one 

Sunday morning. 91 Gale Edson, his son, wrote a letter-to-the-editor in which he 

said that his dad was kicked out of city hall because of the KKK.92 Ed did lose an 

election in 1926 to a man named Walter Pixley whom William Lewis, publisher of 

the Lynden Tribune, confirmed had KKK ties. But other than the fact that the KKK 

rented the fairgrounds in 1926 for a fourth of July fireworks display, there is no 

concrete evidence of their activity or against whom their activity was directed. Ed 

Nelson in his book, A History of Lynden, implied that the activity was directed 

against the Hollanders. He reasoned that they had bought up all the good 

farmland and it could “give rise to envy and jealousy and a desire to put the 

newcomers in their place”. 93 Nelson also wrote that there had been a reference 
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to Klan activity against Hollanders in Iowa in a book by Jacob Van Hinte.94 I ran 

this by several old-time residents. They believed any Klan activity was more likely 

to include Hollanders and to be directed against Catholics. This explanation 

seemed more likely particularly since Calvinism had such a tradition of 

antagonism toward Catholicism and in light of the fact that Al Smith, a Catholic, 

was running for President of the United States. There was not much more 

reference to the Klan after 1927. 

In conclusion, there does not appear to be much in the record of outward 

political unacceptability of Edson. This in itself is a lesson. To look at the outward 

life of Ed Edson and the many foibles which might cause townsfolk to 

disapprove, they continued to vote for and elect him to represent them as their 

Mayor. Apparently they did not ask him personal questions about his politics, 

religion or personal life. It appeared it was sufficient that he was honest, got the 

sewer system built on time and within budget and had the best interest of the 

community at heart. His public service and his private life were separate.  

At a time in our political and social development where we think it 

necessary to unmercifully question prospective politicians about their religious 

beliefs, their personal business dealings and their private activities with family 

and friends, we could definitely learn a lesson from Lynden and Ed Edson. 

EDSON AND SOCIALISM 

The early socialist movement in Washington State was so closely tied to 

the Populist movement that it was not until the collapse of the Populist Party in 

Washington in the 1898 election that socialism became much of a factor. 
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Historian Carlos Schwantes surmised that the national Socialist movement was 

so strident in its demands that it enraged and antagonized moderate trade union 

leaders. But it can be argued that because the concerns of labor were being 

addressed by the Populist Party up until its decline, that there was no reason to 

embrace the Socialist philosophy. Whatever the reason, after the Populist Party 

failed, socialism began to take hold in the Pacific Northwest bolstered by a large 

number of former members of the Populist Party.95  

 Three very different groups embraced the socialist movement for very 

different reasons. Farmers in the Pacific Northwest particularly eastern 

Washington farmers with one cash crop, wheat, experienced the frustration of 

fluctuating and overpriced rail rates.  Historian Hofstadter wrote that areas with 

one staple crop farming, that were dependent on an export market, with 

transportation problems, were ripe for socialism 96  

The second major group was labor. Extractive industries in the Pacific 

Northwest necessitated a cheap and abundant labor pool. Conditions in the 

timber and mining industry were dangerous and exploitive. Schwantes wrote that 

the predominance of this manual labor, non- factory, work force gave the Pacific 

Northwest a unique stronghold for the radical International Workers of the World 

(IWW).97  It was the fear of this more radical and sometimes violent faction of the 

Socialist Party which turned many away from Party participation.  The activities of 

the IWW partially precipitated the anti labor backlash which occurred in 

Washington in the 1920’s. The third group to participate and embrace socialist 
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politics in the Pacific Northwest was made up of those who flocked to the area 

with idealistic dreams for the future of socialism.  

One of the most interesting manifestations of early socialism in the 

Pacific Northwest was the idea of communitarian experiments. In the late 

1890's and early 1900's several examples of communes or "Utopias" began in 

Washington State. They had positive, hopeful names like, Equality, Home, 

Freeland. Equality (based on the name of the 1889 published work by Edward 

Bellamy) was actually started with the express intent of socializing the entire 

State of Washington.98 Others merely wished to live a life based on the value of 

work without ties to money. These utopias did not go unnoticed and although 

their failure seemed inevitable, they should not be dismissed. One of the few 

areas upon which all socialists could agree was that one of the main objectives 

of socialism was to educate. Not only did the Utopias attract and educate their 

members, but their exploits and success were widely publicized in the many 

Socialist journals of the time. They may not have accomplished their lofty goal 

of socializing the State of Washington, but they may well have made 

Washington more receptive to the radical and progressive ideas that soon 

flooded the state.  

Socialism in Lynden 

Several of the Pacific Northwest communes were located in Whatcom 

County. One was located in Bellingham and one in Bow-Edison, just a few 

miles from Lynden, but as  Ed Edson's letters and newspaper accounts of the 
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time reveal, there was some interest, but little support for socialism in Lynden. 

In 1906 there was in article announcing the arrival of Edna Fisher, a noted 

socialist, to make a speech at the Judson Opera House.99 Edson mentioned in 

one letter he had heard Ms. Fisher speak.100 Because organized labor was one 

of the primary sources of support for socialism in the rest of the country and the 

State, perhaps it was Lynden’s lack of industry and organized labor which 

accounted for the failure to gain support for socialism. The timber industry 

would have been the logical base of support and would have provided 

members from labor. However, because timber never materialized as an 

industry in Lynden, organized labor was not a factor. The director of the Lynden 

Pioneer Museum, Troy Lungbill,101 said 1902 was the peak of the timber and 

mill industry in the Lynden area and was soon replaced by Dutch farmers and 

dairymen. Agricultural producers with varied crops and the need for seasonal 

labor, and the Dutch opposition to organizations devoted to organizing labor, all 

participated in negating labor as a factor in promoting socialism in Lynden. 

Thus, the height of the labor movement from 1910-1920’s, in Washington State 

passed by the Lynden area. 

After the World War I, the interest in the progressive reforms which the 

socialists and reform minded political parties had advocated came to an abrupt 

halt. Progressivism was rooted in the idea that humankind could better the 

situation for all.  The underpinning of the movement was that humans were 
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good. The atrocities and reality of the gruesome war knocked the enthusiasm 

out of the reformers and sparked an economy of selfishness. In addition, there 

was a backlash against any and all who did not participate in or support the war 

effort. Schwantes wrote, “Wartime zealotry and a spirit of conformity spread 

across the Pacific Northwest… Reformers were now denounced as boat 

rockers. Radicals and non-conformists who identified with organizations like the 

Socialist Party and the IWW were singled out for special punishment.”102 

Richard Lingeman describes this shift toward conservatism in his book, 

Small Town America. The new found business ethic made small towns such as 

Lynden supporters of business and the Republican Party in the 1920’s. In 

addition to politics, small towns became morally conservative. Lingeman writes, 

“Small town morality came to mean not a possible humanization of social 

Darwinism and opposition to business monopolies but rather the narrow 

morality commonly characterized by the terms ‘puritanical’ and ‘bluenose’. The 

town came to stand for opposition to Reds, radicals, labor unions, foreigners 

and immigration, saloons and liquor, Catholics and to some extent Jews—all ills 

of the big city.”103 

Lynden was indicative of this conservative provincialism. An indication of 

the area residents aversion to organized labor is illustrated in the support for 

the KKK in Lynden. Edson mentioned in a letter dated 1938, that “…I got all the 

optimism knocked out of me 10-12 years ago when this town went K.K.K. I 

would have said it was the least likely to do but that for all that they captured 
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the town government, were received in the Methodist Church in full regalia and 

had everything their own way. To be sure it only lasted for a couple of years 

and you couldn’t find one here now, but it goes to show that anything ‘Can 

Happen Here’ or anywhere.”104 Although it was thought that the candidacy of Al 

Smith for President and an anti-Catholic movement that had initially sparked 

interest in the KKK,105 the movement had an underlying anti-labor sentiment as 

well.106 Lynden hosted its largest gatherings ever and one of the largest Klan 

gatherings in the State in September 1925. It was estimated that 25,000 

gathered at the fairgrounds in Lynden for a statewide meeting.107  

Voting records for Lynden mirror the nation’s early interest in socialism. In 

1912, locally, Eugene Debs received 58 votes, compared to Roosevelt’s 132 

votes, Wilson’s 62 votes and 18 votes for Taft.108 By 1936, as with the rest of the 

country, the support for the socialist ticket had waned. Roosevelt received 334 

votes, Landon received 261 and the Socialist ticket received 13 votes.109 Ed 

Edson, the mayor of Lynden would have been one of those 13 votes.  Edson 

wrote in 1940, “ I haven’t been a member of any party for more than 30 years 

though I usually vote the head of the Socialist ticket just to keep my self 

respect.”110  
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Edson the Socialist 

Perhaps because of the provincialism and anti-reform sentiment, Edson's 

public life and private thoughts were quite different. For various reasons he did 

not feel comfortable sharing his ideals with most of the residents of his 

hometown. Even though he kept his thoughts about politics mostly private, 

several incidents and actions reveal his belief in the basic tenets of his socialistic 

political belief. As with most politicians, there were newspaper accounts of Edson 

performing routine tasks as Mayor that must have flown in the face of his private 

beliefs. Presiding over a war memorial celebration must have left this avowed 

pacifist with a certain disquietude. While there were newspaper accounts of this 

type of inconsistency, there was evidence of numerous activities and actions 

taken by Edson in his public life which reflected his quiet commitment to 

socialism and the concept of a commonwealth. 

  In keeping with his ideal that an individual should only use what he had 

produced and to save the earth’s resources, Edson lived frugally. He bought and 

used only what he needed. His letter to his daughter, Agnes, recounted his 

monthly income and expenditures and a certain satisfaction in his minimalist 

lifestyle. 111 In a letter to Burr, Edson wrote, “…I have no grounds for complaint 

as I have every material thing I want though, as I believe I remarked once before, 

that is accounted for more by the modesty my wants than the abundance of my 

possessions.”112   
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  In line with the socialist concept of consolidating utilities in the hands of 

the people,113 Edson and William Waples established Lynden’s first power 

company, which they later sold to the city for the purpose of collective ownership. 

In another example of utility consolidation, he was instrumental in establishing a 

cooperative telephone company for which he served as the director on several 

different occasions. Lottie Roeder Roth describes the venture in her history of 

Whatcom County, “…the Farmers Mutual Telephone Company, an old efficient 

association of citizens which is an interesting demonstration of the cooperative 

spirit and convictions of the rural producers of Whatcom County…”114  

Edson's regard for labor and the plight of the working man was reflected in 

the minutes of the Lynden City Council when in 1933 (during the depression) 

Edson along with Sol Lewis, the publisher of the local newspaper, argued before 

the city council not to lower the wages of city employees and laborers.115(cite) 

Again, his public concern for the worker surfaced in 1936, when as 

mayor, he oversaw the construction of a new sewer system being built in 

Lynden as a result of a WPA project. In his capacity as mayor, he requested 

money previously budgeted for materials be transferred to wages in order to 

hire more local laborers.116(cite)  
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Most Socialists thought that the highest purpose of engaging in politics 

was to educate the masses in preparation for the advent of Socialism.117  In 

conjunction with his conviction that an educated and intelligent electorate was the 

only way to achieve socialism,118 in 1906, Edson donated a building and was 

instrumental in establishing Lynden’s first Library Association 119 

Edson's Brand Of Socialism 

These were the outward actions of a man who quietly believed in 

socialism. Much more about his political outlook was revealed in his choice of 

reading material and his private letters. From these written documents it may 

be possible to trace the evolution not only of Edson, but perhaps better 

understand the plight of other private citizens who quietly harbored a desire for 

a more egalitarian society but who felt hampered by social convention, status 

or a misconceived  notion of socialism, to keep their thoughts to themselves. 

Why these closet socialists were the undoing of the socialist movement will be 

discussed but, first a look at Edson's brand of socialism. 

Books are very important in understanding Edson’s philosophy. Because 

he lived in a relatively isolated part of the country and lived among people with 

fairly narrow view of the world, Edson had almost no feedback or input in 

developing his views. Unlike his fellow correspondent, George Burr, a 

newspaperman in Nebraska, who was willing and able to communicate his views 

                                                 
117 “Campaign Methods”, International Socialist Review Vol. X July 1909, 835. 
118 Edson Papers, #32 
119 Huestis, Phyllis,ed. Gems from the Past. (Lynden: Lynden Tribune, 1984) 36 

 



widely because of his newspaper, Edson developed his ideas in relative isolation 

with very little criticism because he rarely shared them with others. Rather than 

public discourse or conversation, his worldview was shaped largely by radio, 

books and magazines.  

Edson wrote that he first came upon the concept of socialism by reading 

Edward Bellamy in 1890. 

  “I believe I can safely say that my first dawn of consciousness came with 
the reading of ‘Looking Backward’. I don’t believe that I had ever heard the word 
socialism until later. If I had it didn’t mean a thing to me. I don’t believe the word 
‘capitalism’ was in use at that time if it was I don’t think I knew it but anyway the 
book made probably the deepest impression on me of any I ever read; but I didn’t 
know anything to do about it. As you probably remember Bellamy suggested no 
program and it was not until 5 or 6 yrs later when I first got acquainted with 
Wayland’s ‘Appeal to Reason’ that I began to put two and two together or at least 
I thought I was.  By the late ‘90’s I was sure that the co- operative commonwealth 
couldn’t possibly be more than ten years away and more likely not more than 
five; needless to say I was compelled to extend the time frequently and for 
increasingly longer periods.”120  

 

Another reflection of Edson’s brand of socialism can be inferred by his 

appreciation of the writings of H.G. Wells. Edson often refers to Wells’ work and 

proclaims in a letter to Burr, that he believes Wells to be the best writer and one 

who reflects his beliefs most closely.121 Wells had joined the Fabian Society in 

1903 and remained a member, although with a great deal of dissention, for a 

number of years. Edson shared many of the same views as Wells. The main 

thesis of the Fabian Society was that the human race must adapt itself to the 

material forces it has created, or perish.122 Wells visited Soviet Russia in 1920, 
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as did another author mentioned by Edson, Theodore Dreiser. In 1934, Wells’ 

published two volumes of autobiography, Experiment in Living, and Outline of 

History which Edson enjoyed very much.123 World WarII was to Wells, and to 

Edson, a confirmation that mankind had lost the battle and was heading towards 

its doom.124 

Edson's brand of socialism appeared to be most closely aligned with the 

Fabian Society view. “The Fabian Society does not propose that the practical 

steps toward socialism should be carried out by itself, or by any other specially 

organized Socialist society or party.”125 Edson confirmed this Fabian view in a 

letter after Burr accused Edson of being a Communist, his response was that if 

Burr meant communist with a capital “C”, then he was no more a Communist 

than Burr.  

“ Now if you call me a communist with a lower case ‘c’ I should have to 
plead guilty. I am aware that all sorts of people draw all sorts of distinctions and 
split all sorts of hairs to distinguish between Socialists, E.P.I.C. Production for 
Use, Social Labor Party, Communists, Co-operative Commonwealth, etc. etc. But 
fundamentally I can see no difference in their ultimate aims. The difference lies in 
their tactics and methods for attaining it but the ultimate aim is a democracy 
wherein the essential industries are owned and operated by the state, i.e., the 
people, for the benefit of all rather than as we have it now.”126  

Edson cared not what the organization or party who promoted the 

commonwealth called themselves, this idea of not aligning with one particular 

ideology was a Fabian concept. 

There were three basic tenets to Edsons political beliefs. These three 

ideas formed the basis of his political thought and for no other reason than 
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convenience, true to Fabian thinking, came closest to socialism. Edson believed 

in the fairness of shared wealth, not just that workers should reap what they sow, 

but also that no one should be a glutton and take more than their fair share. In 

this, he had no sympathy for the Rockefellers, DuPonts and the like.He was also 

a firm believer in democracy and the will of the people. Edson was also certain 

that the downfall of capitalism was just around the corner. These three ideas 

made up his political belief and for 50 years he never wavered. What did change 

was Edson's final assessment of socialism. He continually declared he was not a 

pessimist, rather a realist. In the end there was the disillusionment he felt when 

he finally came to the realization that his dream was unattainable.  

Edson’s primary ideal was his belief in the rightness of shared wealth. In 

a letter to Burr, Edson illustrated this by likening man to the animal world. He 

described an article he had read in the Readers Digest, which  

 “discussed man as a social animal and how none of the mammals have 
succeeded very well in living a community life. Not at all comparable to the bees, 
ants, termites as well as some other forms of insect life. While the writer didn’t 
mention it yet it seems to me that the three I have mentioned live under a perfect 
totalitarian regime; the organization, the state if you please, is everything and the 
individual is of small consequence. I would like to ask the author how about 
beavers? Maybe he doesn’t know about them. While cheerfully acknowledging 
my limitations as a naturalist and my incompetence to pose as an authority yet I 
am prepared to assert, declare and argue that the beaver comes closer to the 
socialist ideal than any other bird, beast or insect. While a member of a colony 
Mr. Beaver is apparently always ready to do his share toward building or 
repairing dams or helping provide food for the community larder yet he does not 
surrender his individuality so but on occasion he and his wife will withdraw from 
the colony and go off and start a new one. If man ever learns to live together 
decently--- which he is very far from doing now---I don’t know of another as good 
teacher as the beaver.”127   
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In conjunction with his belief in shared wealth naturally came the 

conviction that people should not take more than their fair share and certainly if 

they did not produce the wealth by the sweat of their own brow. In a letter to 

Burr he mentioned that communism would require the capitalists to relinquish 

their wealth, he anticipated Burr’s objection, 

 

“I know you will say, Messrs. Morgan, duPont, Rockefeller, Ford et al 

have this wealth, they acquired it legally (at least mostly so) that they propose 

to defend it as far as they can and that no matter how large a majority of people 

decree otherwise they will resist to the last ditch for the sovereign electorate is 

no longer the sovereign electorate but has become a howling mob and that any 

means to resist and destroy is justified. 

I believe my reputation among my neighbors as a law abiding citizen 

would or rather is very good, but deep down inside me I applaud that character 

in Dickens who said ‘the law is an ass’. To my mind there is not the slightest 

ground for argument on the proposition that if a man has more than he himself 

produced then he must of necessity have something that someone else has 

produced. He has something that morally don’t belong to him. That he legally 

does merely proves that ‘The law is an ass’.”128 
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This idea that ‘the law is an ass’ played out in Edson's view of the 

Supreme Court. And how he viewed the court as a threat to democracy. Which 

brings us to Edson's second tenet, an unequivocal belief in democracy. 

 The Supreme Court drew Edson's ire as an example of democracy 

thwarted. In the early 1900’s, Progressives had feared the power of the 

plutocracy and the poverty and restlessness of the masses. The Progressives’ 

goal was to maintain power in the middle class by minimizing the wealth and 

power of extreme right and appeasing the poverty and sheer numbers of the 

extreme left. Hofstadter states that Teddy Roosevelt, well understood this 

precarious path.129 

In order to accomplish this blurring of lines between “the haves” and “the 

have nots,” it was necessary to regain competition in business and minimize the 

exploitation of the working people. Roosevelt effectively used the Supreme Court 

to this end. First, in the form of trust busting and second in the enactment and 

upholding of social reform. To some, like Edson, this use of the court thwarted 

what many thought would be the natural move of the democracy toward 

socialism. 

The Supreme Court and its contradiction to democracy, angered Edson 

later in his political journey. In 1937 writing about the New Deal, Edson wrote, “If 

there is anything more absurd or more utterly and wholly undemocratic than to 

permit one appointive officer to nullify an act of Congress, I should like someone 

to tell me what it is and a 5 to 4 decision amounts to just that. It gives the old man 

more power than the President, an elected officer, whose veto may be 



overridden , but not so with Mr. Judge. I fear I am sadly lacking in reverence but I 

confess that the judges of the Supreme Court don’t look any different to me than 

any other decently good citizen.”130  It was not just the fact that the Court 

diminished democracy, Edson also thought their bias’ favored corporate America.  

Supreme Court Justices are drawn from the ranks of corporate lawyers and “ …  

where I am willing to concede that there are or have been instances where a 

corporate lawyer have so far forgotten or suppressed his early training as to 

become a reasonably good judge yet I consider the chances against it so great 

that it should never be done.”131 

Interestingly, as strongly as Edson felt about the importance of 

democracy, he was willing to compromise when it came to the “Russian 

Experiment.” Edson wrote to Burr, “To be sure the country that is trying out this 

socialistic idea on the largest scale is not a democracy but a dictatorship and 

unless and until it abandons the dictatorship and adopts a democracy it will have 

betrayed and fallen short of the ideal. But even if it should prove to be the case it 

would in no way invalidate the idea but merely be another instance, of which the 

world has furnished countless examples, where the lust for power has smothered 

the ideals.”132  Edson’s willingness to adopt any plan which led to socialism, was 

explained in another letter to Burr in which he had less optimism about the 

Russian experiment. He believed socialism would have to come through the 

“Scandinavian” method but that it will be much slower because “…their plan 
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would have to come about through the advance of the general intelligence of  

which I am very skeptical whereas the Russian plan proposes that the few 

intelligent ones take charge through a dictatorship and through intensive 

education raise up the new generation thoroughly indoctrinated with the co-

operative idea.”133 It appears when pressed for an answer, Edson placed the 

importance of the common wealth above democracy. 

The third tenet was his certainty of the collapse of capitalism. With this 

belief, Edson was willing to accept the Fabian and/or Marxist view of the 

anticipation of capitalism’s demise. The method of its downfall was argued 

vehemently among socialists because it impacted the policy and willingness to 

conform to the current economic situation. Originally an orthodox Marxist, Morris 

Hillquit, the Socialist Party’s theoretician, held the view that capitalism would fall 

naturally as a result of economic conditions. He later took a more pragmatic 

approach and came to believe that politics, and the reforms which it could 

generate, would be beneficial to the workers and would make their lives easier 

until capitalism eventually faded away.134 On the issue of how capitalism would 

be replaced, the Fabian Society, “…Sympathizes with the ordinary man’s 

preference for gradual peaceful changes, to revolution, conflict with the army and 

police, and martyrdom.”135  Edson accepted either method as inevitable.  

 
“While real Marxists wouldn’t accept me as a brother yet, I agree with 

them in believing that the Capitalist world is nearing its end. That it inevitably 
generates the seeds of its own destruction: which doesn’t mean that I am 
hazarding a guess as to how it will disappear, whether by a gradual merging into 
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a cooperative system as it has done to a greater or less extent in all countries 
and more notably in the Scandinavian states or whether it will finally be violently 
overthrown or yet by some other means. The point is that I feel dogmatically sure 
that it is due to pass in the not remote future and believing this I feel that Mr. 
Roosevelt’s efforts to keep the old machine going are almost as futile as the lady 
who is reputed to have tried to keep back the tide with a broom”136  

 

What system would replace capitalism was a subject upon which Edson 

fluctuated over the years. In the 1930’s Edson wrote, “We socialists used to think 

that when capitalism failed, as we were sure it was bound to do, that it was 

certain to be followed by socialism.”137 

What the present system would be replaced with was an uncertainty, 

mostly because he had no idea what the plan would be. Originally, he believed 

the end result would be Socialism, but later he came to be resigned to a 

totalitarian regime. He sympathized with Marx in not being able to predict the 

outcome of the fall of capitalism, he wrote, “Marx was the first to recognize and 

point out capitalism’s inherent defects over one hundred years ago He wasn’t 

quite so clear in forecasting just what would happen when the capitalist system 

broke down, but that doesn’t at all invalidate his acumen in foreseeing it.”138 

Edson's change of heart in the ultimate outcome from the fall of capitalism 

was his disillusionment with the intelligence of his fellow man. His strong belief in 

democracy demanded an educated and intelligent electorate. Edson shared the 

same sentiment as H.G.Wells139, World War II brought about a revelation that 

humans were not capable of living together because they lacked the necessary 
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intelligence. The number of letters in which Edson remarked on this phenomena 

and provided illustrations of human stupidity are too numerous to cite. Many 

examples are scattered throughout this CD. Remarking on human stupidity 

became a source of humor and entertainment for Edson. This realization of the 

stupidity of mankind may also be another reason Edson kept his views to himself 

because as he wrote to Burr,  

“It seems to me that the cause of all our woes can be summed up in a 
word or rather three words i.e. lack of intelligence. If it were only true as many 
persons seem to believe, that education and intelligence are synonymous we 
might hope to do something about it; but ‘larnin’ and sense, especially the all too 
rare kind we call common are certainly two different things. The one may be 
acquired the other is a gift of nature which is a simple way of saying that it 
seems, in light of the little knowledge we have, to be a fortuitous combination of 
genes and chromosomes handed down by our forebears that are above the ruck 
though many exceptions may be cited. Of course one may not make this charge, 
lack of intelligence, except in the bosom of one’s family so to say, or in the 
confidence of a friend, for the implication is plain that the speaker would not 
include himself and thereby lays himself open to be called a snob”.140  

 

Other letters include this sense of lack of human intelligence, “Twenty or 

thirty years ago I thought I knew. But I have come now to believe that mankind 

on the whole is too unintelligent to live satisfactorily under any system and with 

the restricted birth rate among the more intelligent and because of the advance 

of sanitation and medicine a greater percentage of the spawn of the unfit are 

preserved it seems mathematically certain that we are bound to go backward 

instead of ahead.” 141 In another letter he said, 

 “ However I have reached the point where I have no program to urge or even 

offer. Twenty years ago I felt sure that I knew the answer but I overlooked the 
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very important fact that the finest program in the world is no good unless there 

are people of sufficient intelligence to carry it out and the past ten years in 

particular seem filled with demonstrations and illustrations of various kinds that 

the human required to live sanely and peaceably together just doesn't exist for if 

it did obviously we wouldn’t be in the fix we are.”142 

 

Edson became a student and an observer of Socialism, not an active 

participant. There were several reasons for this. When he read the handwriting 

on the wall and could see there was no future in socialism in the United States, 

he had no need for the Socialist Party. “We socialists used to think that when 

capitalism failed, as we were sure it was bound to do, that it was certain to be 

followed by socialism. However we thought it well to make some preparation for it 

so we had a party machinery designed to enable the party to function as a 

Government when the time should come as we felt sure it would soon. I believe 

we were right in our forecast of the breakup of the present system which, as I 

have said, I think is happening right now but I am very skeptical about it being 

followed by socialism or any other orderly system unless one considers Italy and 

Germany as such.”143 

Furthermore, affiliation with the Socialist Party became a liability. Lynden 

was a conservative town. The strident views of the Socialist Party regarding labor 

did not play well in a town filled with agricultural producers and the anti-

organization Dutch. In addition, Edson was a businessman. As Lingeman 
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explained in his assessment of small towns, “As the town passed out of the 

pioneer stage, competition among the merchants for the farmers’ dollar grew.. it 

is no wonder then that the small-town businesses were unable to survive 

competition.”144 It was not worth Edson's livelihood to rile people up when there 

was another drugstore right next door to his. 

Edson had experienced the result of publicly airing his beliefs. The 

popularity of the KKK in 1927 and his ouster from office had taught Edson the 

humiliation of defeat. The reaction of the town to his commencement address 

where he merely encouraged the graduates to go out into the world keeping in 

mind the good of the community, was taken as an espousal of his socialistic 

beliefs and taught him the depth of the townsfolk intolerance. 

The final blow for Edson was when it became apparent to him that the 

Russian Experiment had failed. No textbook can describe the anguish he felt 

when he wrote to Burr,  

“I come with a contrite heart, to humbly confess, admit and acknowledge 
that you were much nearer right than I about Russia. My faith has been seriously 
undermined for some time past, but now I have just finished the book by Eugene 
Lyons and it has left me without a rag to cover my nakedness… While I realized 
from the first that the Russian experiment was a rather frail reed to lean on when 
one took into account the truly tremendous difficulties of the situation yet the 
assurance of a number of well meaning souls like the Webbs, Fischer, Hindus, 
Anna Louise Strong and other who have been assuring us that my frail reed 
wasn’t a reed at all but a sapling that would soon be a towering tree has kept 
alive at least a hope that it was a start in the right direction. Practically all the 
world looks so hopeless to me that I surrender this last hope with reluctance.”145 

 

Hofstader wrote that  “…One of the primary tests of the mood of society at 

any given time is whether its comfortable people tend to identify, psychologically, 
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with the power and achievements of the very successful or with the needs and 

sufferings of the underprivileged.”146 Edson and his fellow socialist’s 

consciousness were sympathetic with the less fortunate. In 1940, Edson wrote, 

“ I am becoming more and more confirmed, if that is possible, that there is 
no balm in Gilead.  I mean by that that there is no possibility that any solution of 
world affairs that you and I would approve will come about within a thousand 
years.  Not but what a program could be formulated that would point the way 
indeed the Golden Rule would about cover it but one would have to have, with 
inconsequential exceptions, different sort of animals to deal with.  I suppose I 
would be open to grave criticism in the minds of many if they knew my real 
sentiments (which they don’t as I only confide in a very select few) for personally 
and individually I have no grounds for complaint as I have every material thing I 
want though, as I believe I remarked once before, that is accounted for more by 
the modesty of my wants than the abundance of my possessions.  I have, I 
believe the esteem and goodwill of my neighbors, excellent, almost perfect health 
and live in one of the most delightful portions of the earth.  If I just didn’t know 
that there are millions quite as deserving as I that are deprived of almost 
everything I could be very contented and it doesn’t seem to help them at all for 
me to be discontented.  I suppose one would show more wisdom to cultivate 
more the spirit of the pious duck of the old story who prayed “Oh Lord bless me 
and my wife and my son John and his wife, us four and no more.”147 

 

What started with a reading of Bellamy turned into a lifetime of study and 

practice. How many more people were there like Edson? People who were 

aware of the unfairness of the world, thought they had found a solution in 

socialism, but there was no mechanism for change? This is the true failure of 

the Socialist Party. 

EXCERPTS OF EDSONS LETTERS 

INTRODUCTION 

The following are excerpts from letters on various topics which Edson wrote to Burr. The 

punctuation and sentence structure is as it appeared in his letters. The file number of 

                                                                                                                                                 
145 Edson Papers,#41 
146 Hofstadter,243 
147 Edson Papers, #42 



each letter has been cited and the reader may go to the LETTERS section of the CD-ROM 

to view the original. Several of the letters do not have confirmed dates so they are labeled 

“no date”. Like the others, they were written sometime between 1931 and 1944. 

  
Edson had another side to his personality which he did not share with the rest of 
the community nor even with his own family members.  Edson was an avid 
reader and genuinely self-taught man. His studies and observation of life around 
him caused him to draw some conclusions about politics, morality, religion and 
economics that were quite different from those of mainstream society. Perhaps it 
was because Lynden was a conservative close- knit community, or perhaps it 
was some private part of Edson which he did not care to reveal, but whatever the 
reason, most people in the town of Lynden were unaware of Edson’s view on the 
important subjects of the day. Edson was not completely unwilling to share his 
unorthodox beliefs, but he did so safely, by writing to an old childhood friend from 
Kansas whose friendship he resumed through this long and frank 
correspondence. 
George Lawrence Burr, the fellow with whom Edson corresponded, became what 
Edson himself described as his ‘whipping boy’. Edson wrote to him almost 
monthly and his letters were filled with comment on the national and international 
events of the time. In one letter he explained to Burr why he wrote to him and 
also why he wrote letters-to-the-editor under an assumed name. He wrote, “All of 
this is of course a deep dark secret just between us two. I trust you will not be too 
greatly shocked by this revelation of duplicity but if one doesn’t believe practically 
the same as everyone else I find it much better to keep it to one’s self and if one 
must blow off steam occasionally it is safer if not as satisfactory to do it 
anonymously.” (#47) 
 Burr too, had grown up in Kansas but had continued to reside in the mid-west 
most of his adult life. He was a newspaper man and owned and published 
various papers in Kansas and Nebraska. Later in life, and during their 
correspondence, Burr and his wife Hattie moved to Florida to retire. The surviving 
correspondence between the two men runs from 1933 until Edson’s death in 
1944.    
For a man such as Edson to find someone with whom to share his deeply held 
beliefs, one would imagine he would choose a like minded person. Someone with 
whom he could commiserate –a kindred spirit. He did nothing of the kind. Apart 
from their shared youth, Ed Edson and George Burr (whom Edson addresses as 
Lawrie), had very little in common. They differed on race,  Burr had been a 
Populist in the late 1880’s. In the mid-west the Populist Party had fairly blatant 
racist undertones and Burr’s opinions reflected that belief. He had little regard for 
the Native American, openly discussed his distrust of Jews and after his move to 
Florida, wrote of his dislike for the ‘niggers’. The letters show that Edson does not 
share Burrs views and he says so quite plainly. In addition to a different attitude, 
it is apparent that Edson’s views on race were  powerfully influenced by his 
reading of The Golden Bough which he cites as on of the most influential book in 
his life. 



 After leaving the Populist Party, Burr became a Republican and in fact writes 
with familiarity of several Republican Senators. Edson, by contrast, turned to 
socialism. Another book Edson cited as important in his life is Edward Bellamy’s, 
Looking Backward. From the moment he read the book he was convinced that a 
cooperative commonwealth was the only answer for the nations economic and 
social ills. In keeping with his ideals Edson and a partner purchased the electric 
and phone companies in Lynden and turned them over to city government in an 
effort to socialize these services. 
Religion was another area in which Edson and Burr differed. Burr believed in 
God and Christianity and Edson did not. Edson was a believer in spiritualism and 
had firm convictions about afterlife, but it certainly did not include any organized 
religion and in fact he placed the blame for many acts of inhumanity at the door 
of organized religion. 

POLITICS 

There is an analysis of Edson’s political beliefs in the ED EDSON section of this 
CD-ROM. It can be found in the chapter entitled Edson and Socialism. These are 
a few examples of the political views he shared with Burr.  
Socialism #44 

I will try to trace my politico-economic trail from its beginning until now. I 

believe I can safely say that my first dawn of consciousness came with the 

reading of ‘Looking Backward’. I don’t believe that I had ever heard the word 

socialism until later. If I had it didn’t mean a thing to me. I don’t believe the word 

‘capitalism’ was in use at that time if it was I don’t think I knew it but anyway the 

book made probably the deepest impression on me of any I ever read; but I didn’t 

know anything to do about it. As you probably remember Bellamy suggested no 

program and it was not until 5 or 6 yrs later when I first got acquainted with 

Wayland’s ‘Appeal to Reason’ that I began to put two and two together or at least 

I thought I was.  By the late ‘90’s I was sure that the co-operative commonwealth 

couldn’t possibly be more than ten years away and more likely not more than 

five; needless to say I was compelled to extend the time frequently and for 

increasingly longer periods.  Back in the days of the Appeal I most sincerely 

thought that the co-operative way was the best but I didn’t realize that it was 



indispensable as I now believe it to be if we are to learn to co-operate that 

nothing worth the name of civilization will ever come to pass and that instead of 

advancing mankind with deteriorate.  Naturally I had been interested in these 

various communistic, socialistic or co-operative efforts like Ruskin, Brook Farm, 

Amana, Equality, the Doukabours up in Canada and other too numerous to 

mention.  I accepted and joined in the current explanation that their failure was 

because of being surrounded and engulfed as they were by then the sea of 

capitalism and subject in so large a measure to its laws and customs it was 

impossible for them to survive.  This argument has much to sustain it even if it is 

not altogether convincing.  So when Russia decided to try my hopes went sky 

high.  Here was the largest country in the world with 170,000,000 people more or 

less and with capitalism suppressed and banished so the new way would have 

an unhindered trial.  Of course I had some conception of the tremendous 

handicap under which they started, with a population made up of something like 

75 tribes and peoples speaking as many different tongues and ranging all the 

way from some of as highly cultured people as one could find anywhere down 

through all sorts of graduations to the nomads living in tents on the wind swept 

steppes.  Probably no other country has such an inhomogeneous mass or mess 

to deal with and with an illiteracy of somewhere near 90%, a country ravaged by 

four years of war which had been greatly aggravated by the incompetency of 

their commanders and with every mans hand against them including our own it is 

little short of outstanding that they have accomplished what they have.  Realizing 

at least in part the almost insuperable difficulties they had to deal with I was 



prepared to make very great allowances for blunders, errors and mistakes, 

especially so in view of the blunders (to put it mildly) that other governments 

make under much less trying circumstances.  What I really pinned my faith to 

was the hope that if they could hold on until a new generation could grow up 

away from the evil influence of capitalism and sucking their socialism with their 

mothers milk then we should have a fair trial for socialism for the first time and I 

believed all it needed was a fair trial.  There have been a number of happenings 

over there that have been rudely shocking to us ‘fellow travelers’ but what put the 

finishing touch to me was a book by Andre Gide, I’ve forgotten the title.  In it he 

tells of these young people of whom I have been expecting so much.  He said 

they had been pumped so full of propaganda that the world was all distorted for 

them.  From his description, which I believe was dependable, there would be 

small choice between them and the Nazis Heiling Hitler.  After reading Gide I 

have given up all hope and it seems as if every world happening accentuates 

and aggravates the hopelessness of the outlook. “It seems to me that the cause 

of all our woes can be summed up in a word or rather three words i.e. lack of 

intelligence. If it were only true as many persons seem to believe, that education 

and intelligence are synonymous we might hope to do something about it; but 

‘larnin’ and sense, especially the all too rare kind we call common are certainly 

two different things. The one may be acquired the other is a gift of nature which 

is a simple way of saying that it seems, in light of the little knowledge we have, to 

be a fortuitous combination of genes and chromosomes handed down by our 

forebears that are above the ruck though many exceptions may be cited. Of 



course one may not make this charge, lack of intelligence, except in the bosom 

of one’s family so to say or in the confidence of a friend for the implication is plain 

that the speaker would not include himself and thereby lays himself open to be 

called a snob”It seems to me that a very large share of the things we do are 

unintelligent all the way from wearing high heels to accumulating a million dollars. 

The first is a sacrifice of comfort for appearance which from my own point of view 

is distinctly unintelligent; however I recognize the possibility of a debate 

balancing the pleasure and satisfaction with one’s appearance against the 

discomfort of being tilted on one’s toes and rattling along like a boy on stilts. The 

unintelligence of accumulating wealth beyond ones needs is less debatable and 

especially so since the amassing of considerable wealth means the appropriation 

of the wealth that others have produced or else of some natural product, like oil, 

land or timber that should belong to all.  We are as a whole unintelligent in that 

we permit these things and not only permit but encourage them and it seems to 

me that the person who spends his life in piling up wealth out of all proportions to 

his needs evinces the intelligence of a pack rat. To be sure we have a number of 

instances where these vast fortunes have been devoted to good ends but I am 

very skeptical if ever one has accumulated with that end in view. It was the pack 

rat that got it together and after he had it and couldn’t eat it or take it with him so 

the quite obvious thing to do was to buy absolution for his various sins committed 

in getting it and attain a pseudo sainthood by a restitution cloaked as charity or 

philanthropy. I am not criticizing, I’m only saying it isn’t intelligent.  



Edson was asked to give a commencement speech in 1910. He told the 

graduates how fortunate we were that we now had the means to produce an 

abundance of goods and that it would be up to their generation to figure out 

how to distribute the wealth so that all would benefit. The next day when 

someone asked a fellow in town how the commencement had gone he 

responded,  

Graduation Speech 

 

It so happened that I was the chairman of the school board and it fell to 

me to present the diplomas to the two girl graduates.  It was my very first 

experience of anything of the sort for as you know I never did any graduating 

myself.  I can’t remember whether it was my own idea or a suggestion of the 

Principal that I make a little talk, I think though that it was the latter.  After 

handing them their diplomas with some congratulatory remarks I told them that I 

thought that this was a most significant historical occasion.  That from the 

beginning of mankind on the earth, however far back that may have been, quite 

certainly some hundreds of thousands of years ago and some anthropologists 

place it more than a million years back, mans efforts had been devoted largely, in 

fact in most cases almost solely to providing himself with food, shelter and 

clothing, depending, for most of this time, on his own unaided strength and skill 

though a few thousand years back he began to use the horse and the ox to 

lighten his labor and increase his production.  Reckoned by the time he has been 

on earth it was only yesterday that he learned to utilize steam to do his tasks and 



it has come about within my own lifetime that he has now so far improved and 

perfected his utilization of steam, water and electric power that it is now possible 

for the first time in the life of the race to produce in abundance to supply the 

needs of everyone.  Already the problem is arising of surpluses and difficulties of 

finding markets for them.  So I repeat that this a very is a very significant 

historical occasion whether we recognize it or not.  We have solved the age old 

problem of being able to produce and abundance for all.  The problem that now 

faces the rising generation is how to distribute it.  It should be a much simpoler 

problem than it has been to learn how to produce and so I am very hopeful that 

you young people who are just ready to take your place and assume your duties 

in life will find a way that all these good things that we have learned to make may 

go to those who need them.  I’m afraid you can’t depend on us oldsters to help 

much in this for most of us are so lacking in education along this line as to be a 

total loss as helpers of advisers.” 

I have always thought it was a pretty good speech; it was the only one I 

ever made that I have any recollection now of what I said.  Remember this was in 

1910 when surpluses and markets had not become as much of a headache as 

they have since.  I claim no originality in the matter, I rather suspect that I had 

absorbed the idea from Wayland of the Appeal to Reason.  Unfortunately my 

younger generation has proved unequal to the occasion for I can’t see that we 

are any nearer an equitable distribution than we were 30 years ago and nothing 

of any promise in sight unless totalitarianism finds a way and I’m sure I wouldn’t 

like their way even if it was good.  My own estimate of my speechmaking was not 



shared by all my hearers.  Maybe none.  A chap who I think feels as friendly 

toward me toward anybody, though he gives one the impression that his milk of 

human kindness is curdled, was asked next day by someone who had not 

attended, how the graduation exercises went off.  He said “ ‘Oh all right only 

Edson made a damn fool of himself.’ He and everyone else knew that I was a 

good socialist at that time and he was an equally good Republican for no better 

or other reason than that he had been born and grew up in Vermont and being as 

ignorant as a Galapagos turtle of any smattering of sociology or economics he 

thought me guilty of what would have been the very bad taste of injecting my 

peculiar politics into the occasion. I’ve had many a good chuckle over it since and 

he and I are as good of friends as ever though I don’t think he ever knew that his 

words came back to me and all the happenings in the world during these 30 

years haven’t affected him apparently at all; his world is flat and scarcely more 

than a mile across.” 

#54 

In a sad letter acknowledging the failure of socialism in Russia, Edson wrote in a 

melancholy mood…  “While you and I can recite all sort of things that need fixing 

about this USA still I believe we are rather better off thatn any other so called 

civilized place on the globeand I suppose we should be thankful for that.If 

everyone had no more personal troubles and worries than I have it would be a 

very good world to live in but a knowledge of the millions upon millions of people 

living in the direst poverty, insecurity and hopelessness with the prospect of 



getting worse rather than beter makes a satisfaction with one’s own lot 

something to be apologetic rather than boastful of. #41 

RELIGION 

 In these excerpts Edson reveals his struggle with organized religion as 
well as his belief in psychic phenomenon 

 
Death and Afterlife 

May 9, 1937 
 I am enclosing a clipping which may interest you if you haven’t already 
seen it.  I find myself rather curiously indifferent about what if anything happens 
or more accurately what if anything takes place when we do the shuffling act.  
Happen, I believe, denotes an element of chance and so is not the most suitable 
word to describe a fixed sequence.  I mentioned my attitude toward the future as 
one of curious indifference because almost everyone I ever heard expressed 
themselves on the subject seemed to have a lively desire to live on.  But in my 
own case I have no dread nor even dislike for the thought of oblivion after I am 
through here and this seems rather curious to me because I am inclined to 
believe that there is some sort of existence after this and then my experience 
with life has not been such as to sour me on it and so be glad to be rid of it.  On 
the contrary my life on the whole has been a pleasant one amid pleasant 
surroundings and so, logically, it seems to me I should at least prefer to go on 
living after I have done here and I am strongly inclined to think I will but if I knew I 
wasn’t I don’t believe it would distress me in the least.  We are all glad to lie 
down at night and lose ourselves in sleep, if that sleep should prove endless 
instead of a few hours, what difference would it make.  I sometimes fear it is an 
indication of advancing years that the zest for travel has departed and I no longer 
care for strange countries and new scenes and this seems to apply to that “far 
away land” as well as other portions of this terrestrial ball.  But if I do get over 
there, I will try to fit in and adapt myself as well as I can.  
-#32 
 
Religion and the Wife 

 She says we argued for weeks trying to convince, or more properly, 
convert each other.  All I was trying to do was make my position clear so that if 
she married me she would know just what kind of chap she was tying up with.  
She is probably right in saying that she tried to convince me but inasmuch as I 
had given the subject much more study and thought than she had that her 
arguments were neither enlightening nor convincing.  We have never discussed 
religion at all since our marriage. 
#12 
 



The State of my Soul 

 I have been wondering about my soul.  Well not exactly wondering, 
perhaps speculating is a better word and my speculations are not concerned 
particularly with my own soul, they would apply as well to yours or anyone else.  I 
am not at all concerned about the salvation of my soul, whatever that means.  
When you and I were young it had a very definite meaning but since the 
bottomless pit has been filled up and the fires of Sheol have been so thoroughly 
quenched salvation would have to be newly defined.  So my speculations are not 
as to the fate of my soul but as to whether I have a soul at all.  Inclined as I am to 
accept the Evolutionary theory to account for our being here, one cannot, as I 
understand it, escape tracing his lineage back to some one-celled creature who 
raised a family or at least increased his, its or her kind by following the current 
fashion of constricting the waist to such an extreme that it broke in two and 
became two individuals.  A reversion of this very primitive method still occurs 
now and then as in the case of identical twins, or at least that is the accepted 
explanation of those who are supposed to know.  But the point I have in mind is 
the difficulty of supposing that this tiny blob of protoplasm had an undying soul 
and if it didn’t then just where and when on the rather extended journey to the 
status of genus homo, as we know him, did this soul thing appear?  Most folks 
who are sure of their souls are equally sure that no so-called lower form of life 
than themselves has one.  So these people, if they accept the Evolutionary 
hypothesis too would have to have a man wait until he was man before he could 
have a soul and there would arise the very grave difficulty of determining just 
when he became even as you and I; and was his soul given to him as something 
additional after he became a man or was it a germ that traced back to his 
amoebae ancestor and only finally developed into a soul after or at the same 
time he became a man.  Of course the Biblical account is much simpler and 
therefore usually more satisfactory but if one becomes too inquisitive even that 
develops complications.  According to the story it seemed comparatively simple 
to make a mud man and breathe the breath of life into it or him.  However I am 
strongly inclined to question the translator or somebody for it says, as you 
doubtless remember, that “The Lord God formed man of the dust.”  It doesn’t say 
whether he did or did not use a little water but I don’t believe even the Lord God 
could make an image out of just dry dust that wouldn’t keep it’s shape until he 
could breathe the breath of life into it.  But we’ll waive the difficulties, 
insurmountable as they appear and concede for the moment this beginning of 
our common ancestor.  It is greatly to be regretted that the chronicler either forgot 
or deemed it of insufficient importance to mentioned that the thus endowed mud 
man, or dust man if you insist, was further endowed with the most remarkable gift 
of perpetuating to all his posterity this gift of a soul.  As far as the account goes it 
would appear that whatever soul we came from the mud man alone as there is 
no mention that the animated rib had a soul.  It is interesting to speculate that if 
all the souls came from a single and such impeccable source that they should 
have become so diversified and we fear in some cases so degenerated.  But 
going back to the Evolutionary theory, which, as I have said, I am inclined to 
accept, at least ground for a soul or spirit (the terms are synonymous to me) that 



could exist independent of the body and yet there is a great mass of evidence 
that there are disembodied forces and intelligences that purport to be the forces 
and intelligences that once animated the bodies of persons once living but no 
dead.  Alfred Russell Wallace, co-discoverer with Darwin of the Evolutionary 
theory undertook to surmount the difficulty of the origin of the soul by postulating 
that at some stage of man’s upward climb, he didn’t hazard a guess as to when, 
there cam an influx of the soul.  He was unquestionably a very learned 
gentleman but that explanation never enhanced his reputation with me.  His 
explanation would raise more questions than it would answer.  
#16 
 
The Problem with Religion 

October 22, 1939 
 I believe my objection to religion and the church can be briefly summed up 
by saying that I regard it as pernicious when such a tremendous and influential 
organization teaches and promulgates as the absolute truth a doctrine for which 
the evidence is so insufficient that no self-respecting court would entertain it for a 
minute, and in addition to that does it’s best to cultivate and inculcate a dumb 
acceptance which tends to stultify and repress the best part of a human being. 
-#43 

 

WOMEN AND SEX 

On the subject of women and sex I think it safe to assume that Edson was 

years ahead of his time. After reading the proclamation of the Baptist Church at 

their recent annual convention which said that women must submit graciously to 

their husbands, I am beginning to think that Edson was ahead of our time. Edson 

was married twice in his life. His first wife left him after the birth of their second 

child. She ran away to Seattle, fed up with small town life and left a note on the 

kitchen table which said, “I am tired of dancing with Indians”. She left him to raise 

the children by himself which he did, with the help of his mother, Ellen. He 

remarried many years later, at the age of 60, to a well educated school teacher, 

Lelia Jackson Edson, who later wrote a book about the history of Whatcom 

County, entitled The Fourth Corner.  



The letters suggest that Edson liked women. He argued for the 

empowerment of women and showed regard and respect for women. In one of 

the letters he remarked that women have a higher calling than merely bearing 

children. His views may have been influenced in part by the fact that his second 

wife, Lelia, who had not been married prior to Edson, never had any children. 

His eldest daughter, Agnes, whom he respected and to whom he often wrote 

was also childless.  

 

#36      DECEMBER 4,1938 

……….By the time I was 70 I no longer found a skirt any more exciting 

than a pair of pants though that isn't a very apt symbol for in this day of slacks 

one may easily find feminine legs under either pants or skirts. However if some 

surgeon or fairy godmother should offer me sexual rejuvenation I think I'd say no 

thank you. I have no particular admiration for or wish to emulate these 

octogenarian sires that we hear or read of. To me there is an unpleasant 

incongruity in the thought of a super annuated, rheumy eyed, toothless, leathered 

skinned old relic embracing thus intimately a lady young enough to deserve 

something better. Probably just a foolish prejudice of mine but I confess to it 

anyway. I do sometimes think back to the days when my timidity and bashfulness 

coupled with what the experience of later years has convinced me was an 

exaggerated conception of the reluctance of the fair sex for such dalliances, has 

caused me to miss some experiences that might be very pleasant to remember 

but bearing in mind the always possible unpleasant consequences, to put it no 



stronger, of such intimacies perhaps it was just as well or better that my amours 

have been as limited as they have.   It has been quite along time now since I 

regarded chastity as a virtue though when we were young they were 

synonymous terms at least as far as the girls were concerned though one only 

spoke of their virtue and never of their chastity. One hears occasionally of their 

virtue, most often in print rarely in speech. The change in the attitude of the 

public toward the unmarried the female who have suffered (or otherwise) the 

degrading experience 'worse than death' has changed since our youth about as 

much as our means of transportation. I haven't heard of any young lady being 

'ruined' for a good many years. 

 

#18    JANUARY(no date) 

In this letter, Edson had been writing about a book by Arthur Brisbane where 
Brisbane spoke about the war(WWII) in which he made some comment about 
Abraham Lincoln’s mother. This had obviously pressed several of Edson’s 
buttons…. 

 

….. So I repeat that it is absurd to credit a parent with more than being 

lucky for having a child above average and doubly absurd to give all credit to the 

mother alone for it is the common experience of everyone to have seen 

instances where some good trait in a child was very evidently inherited from the 

paternal side. His  (Brisbane) constant reiterated hogwash that the most 

worthwhile thing a female can do is to have babies is to my mind even less 

admirable than his constant call to arms for in a world as overcrowded as this 

one and whose parlous conditions is due in such a considerable measure to such 



overcrowding, any encouragement or effort to aggravate this condition of 

plethora of population is in my opinion of the gravest disservice, to consider it 

from that point alone but beyond that I would say it was a piece of sublime 

impudence for Mr. Brisbane or anyone else to presume to advise anyone as to 

whether or not they should bear children. If there is anything more particularly the 

business--or pleasure-- of the persons concerned and less the affair of anyone 

else than deciding whether or not to have children then I can't think of it now. To 

be sure we occasionally see some couple spawning brats in such numbers and 

under such conditions that it seems reasonable to believe the world would be 

better without them and if one could persuade them to use a contraceptive it 

would seem a patriotic thing to do. Perhaps I am illogical but it seems to me it is 

quite different to try to influence someone to stop rather than to persuade 

someone to start. Anyway to hold that having babies is the highest and noblest 

thing a woman can do is far from complimentary to the sex for everyone knows 

that the world is full of women who are most ordinary, to be as complimentary as 

possible, and yet who can perform this one function as well or better than the 

most talented, accomplished and brilliant woman of the land: and according to 

Brisbane they are rendering a greater service and are consequently entitled to 

greater respect and consideration than the Jane Adams',Mme. Curie's, Rosa 

Bonheur's and the other thousands and million of women who really have ability 

and brains.  

 

#51(A)          FEBRUARY 15, 1942 



Your comment on social conventions, or lack of them, of the youngsters of your 

part of the world are, as far as I know, fairly applicable to all the rest of the U.S.  

The rules and regulations that seemed to us in our day as fixed, unchangeable 

and immutable as the laws of the Medes and Persians have certainly been very 

drastically modified.  The profuse exhibition of bare legs all around us today 

would have horrified all decent folk in our youth and a modern bathing suit would 

have been even more shocking because more revealing than Lady Godiva’ 

curtain of her tresses.  There isn’t a great deal of drinking among the women and 

girls of this community but no one suffers in reputation who does.  Smoking is 

quite general among girls and younger women.  Your speculation as to whether 

the relaxation of the more puritanical conventions of our boyhood has led to more 

immorality caused me to scan the word very carefully for quotation marks 

indicating that you had your tongue in your cheek when using it.  I have just 

looked in my dictionary for the definition of ‘moral’.  There was almost a column 

of it.  It seemed rather elusive and difficult to pin down.  Several of the quotations 

cited had to drag God into it which to my unbelieving mind didn’t tend to clarify it 

at all.  It mentioned in two different places that the word was used in connection 

with sexual conduct or behavior but there was naturally no mention of the fact 

that the rules concerning sexual behavior are purely arbitrary and differ very 

widely among the different peoples of the world and who are we to say that ours 

are right and all the others wrong.  I would contend that all sexual relations have 

no relation to morality and that nearly all the immorality connected with it occurs 

within wedlock and meets no disapproval from either the church or the law.  But 



to debate this we would first have to come to some sort of understanding of what 

we meant by the word ‘moral’.  I believe the dictionary column-long definition can 

be boiled down to “Any action tending to injure in any way another or oneself is 

immoral.”  It would practically be the golden rule except that it would apply to 

oneself as well as others.  It would logically follow that any action that entailed no 

injury or evil or untoward consequences would not be immoral.  The sexual 

relation being not only a natural but a necessary function obviously would not be 

injurious and hence not immoral.  Because the various peoples in their 

superstition and ignorance have imposed various and sundry widely divergent 

and contradictory rules and regulations concerning the matter is not reason to 

suppose that any of them are right or justified.  If I were debating it I would 

contend that they were all wrong. 

I believe that sexual relations should be wholly, solely and entirely a matter 

between the parties concerned.  Of course I wouldn’t dare to say that to anyone 

but you because there is no discernable difference between that and “free love.”  

To be sure, that term is not nearly so horrendous as it was 75 yrs. ago but Mrs. 

Grundy would still feel forced to frown on it.  I would of course concede that the 

sexual act accomplished by force i.e. rape would be a highly immoral act and I 

think most everyone knows that there are rather frequent cases of an over-sexed 

husband and an under-sexed wife where the marital act is little short of rape yet, 

as I have said, neither the church or the law disapproves.  In fact I feel quite sure 

that the Bible adjures the wife to submit to her husband.  Needless to say that it 

was a man who wrote it.  It would be interesting to know how we came by the 



notion that virginity is especially commendable and desirable by so much that in 

our day it was regarded as woman’s chief virtue, in fact even yet virtue and 

chastity are used as synonym sin reference to the female of the species. 

 

I am inclined to think that our Puritan forbears carried that to greater extremes 

than almost any other people and their baleful influence still lingers.  From the 

very little I know about the Mohamedans I have the impression that they are, in 

this respect, most like the folks of “The Scarlet Letter”.  It seemed to be a cardinal 

principle of the Puritans that anything that was pleasurable was necessarily sinful 

and that there was virtue in crucifying the flesh.  That idiotic doctrine crops up 

among all sorts of people all over the world.  We readily recognize the silliness, 

to put it no stronger, even the immorality of the (unreadable) flagellants who beat 

themselves with whips or the Kast Indians who gaze at the sun till them become 

blind or hold an arm aloft till it becomes immovable or lies on a bed of spikes or a 

hundred other things along the same line but our own customs, conventions and 

superstitions that are hardly more defensible to the man from Mars have been so 

instilled into us with our mothers’ milk that any departure is unthinkable.  To my 

mind a very cogent argument for a more natural relationship between the sexes 

would be an avoidance of some of the ills of the present arrangement.  For one 

thing I would expect it to practically eliminate masturbation.  While the physical ill 

effects are often over-rated yet they are not negligible but the mental effects are, 

I believe, quite frequently injurious.  I believe that if the restrictions, prohibitions, 

and taboos were removed and the matter treated and regarded for what it is, a 



purely natural and normal function that it wouldn’t occupy the minds of the 

adolescent to anything like the extent that it does now, under our system.  Being, 

as it is, a major function of all life it is impossible to quench it and suppression 

leads to various ills.  I believe Nature is wiser than man.  To the crushing query, 

“Do you want a world full of little bastards?” I would have to say that I can’t see 

any difference between a bastard and other folks.  The only difference is that in 

one case society has given its consent and approval in advance that with no 

more consideration than is shown by its agent, a tobacco chewing J.P. who says 

“Jine hands.  Hitched.  Two dollars.”  Which after all is just as legal, just as 

binding and just as good as the ceremony where the bride comes in on the arm 

of her father with bridesmaids, best man, flower girls, pealing organ and gowned 

priest.  But whatever the form of the ceremony or lack of ceremony it is merely 

society’s permission to cohabit.  The performance that takes place some hours 

after these magic words are spoken is considered perfectly proper and even 

commendable whereas if it had occurred some hours previously the lady would, 

in the language of our generation, have been overtaken by “a fate worse than 

death.”  Singularly enough the gentleman, apparently equally concerned, would 

have suffered no ill effects so far as society was concerned.  It seems rather odd 

but as far as I know we have no word by which to designate a continent male as 

the word virgin describes the unsullied and unpolluted female.  About the nearest 

is ‘he virgin’ which is more often used in derision than praise.  I fear what I have 

just written may give you a wrong impression.  Of course at my age the sex 

question is purely academic but even when I was younger I was very well 



behaved by popular standards but it is since it is no longer a personal matter that 

it has become clear to me that our conventions in regard to it are almost as bad 

as they could well be.  A hopeful sign however is that we pay less attention to 

them than we used to.  There is, at least out here, quite an improvement over the 

world we knew as boys.  The unmarried mother is no longer ‘ruined’ which she 

practically was in those bad old days.  At least most of us did what we could to 

make her feel that she was ruined.  I asked my lawyer friend what was the 

difference between a common-law marriage, which is recognized in some states, 

and lewd living which is supposed to be a punishable offense and once in awhile, 

though rather rarely a case of this kind is prosecuted.  My friend said that there 

was no difference except in the name by which it was called.  As Mr. 

Shakespeare has so aptly said “A rose smells just as sweet no matter what you 

call it.”   

HUMOR 

 
 The following are some examples of Edson’s humor. They have 
not been edited, but merely drawn out of a larger text. Where 
explanation was necessary to set the stage, it has been added. 
Where dates have been established, they are provided, otherwise, it 
is left blank. These are excerpts from Edsons letters to Burr and to 
his daughter Agnes. 
 

Blackouts 
January 4, 1942 

“I just read today where Tacoma had installed a special siren to 
sound an air raid alert, but through some miscalculation it was 
pitched so high that no human ear could hear it but all the dogs in 
town set up a howl.  The account didn’t say whether they would get 
another siren or depend on the canines.”   
-#8 



 
Bee Stings 

     February 7, 1941 
Edson was describing some of his various stints as the town doctor. 
At one point he was explaining how he had received credit for saving 
a young boys life. 
 

“…his son Ray, then just a child, was stung on the foot by a bee 
while he (Emmett) was away from home and that the boy began to 
swell and especially around the throat so he seemed in danger of 
choking and the family thought he was about to die so the oldest girl 
hopped on her bike and rushed as fast as possible down to the drug 
store for me and that I got there in an incredibly short time and gave 
him something that relieved him almost immediately and they think 
saved his life.  He doesn’t amount to much now however and I may 
have done the world no service, but it is too bad that I have no idea of 
what I gave him for there might come a chance to use it sometime on 
a more worthwhile subject.”   
-#5 
 

Whistle Stop 
Letter-to-the-editor, 
 In these days of rationing, war restrictions and conservation, I 
am wondering if it would not be an appropriate time to consider the 
possibilities of saving by cutting down on the whistling time at the 
Dairy Plant.  I have been considering making such a suggestion for 
little more than 22 years, but haven’t wanted to act precipitately in the 
matter, but present conditions seem to suggest this as an appropriate 
time.  The whistle I more particularly refer to is the 7 o’clock.  It 
always wakes me up, so naturally I have observed it more closely.  It 
seems to me that if it was cut down not to exceed 15 minutes, that 
there would be a material saving.  I have at different times 
undertaken to calculate the energy used in the usual morning blast, 
and as near as I can come to it, I would say that the steam used 
would be equivalent to the amount necessary to pull a hundred 
loaded freight cars up a 12% grade for a distance of seventeen miles 
which, I submit, would be well worth considering. 
 I have often wondered whether there was any rule governing 
the morn-blast.  Most of the time it sounds as if the ‘whistle punk’ just 
held the cord down till the pressure was exhausted, but maybe it is 



the way that he manipulates it that gives us that impression.  I have 
sometimes thought that pulling the whistle cord was probably less 
arduous than some of his other duties and so he might, quite 
naturally, though perhaps unconsciously, prolong the easier job. 
 You will note that I am not making this as a request, but merely 
as suggestion in the interest of conservation (I almost wrote 
conversation) but if there should be a modification of the present 
practices, I feel sure that there must be a number of others besides 
myself who would rise up and call you blessed.  And if these lines 
should assist, however little, in bringing about such a consummation, 
I would feel very proud indeed, and one of these days when Knapp & 
Knapp and the Rev. Campbell get hold of me, I shall be leaning over 
the battlements listening for him (Rev. Campbell) to mention that 
probably my most distinguished contribution to the community in any 
way was the initiating of the anti-whistle movement.  I feel sure that 
he will mention it, for he lives a few rods nearer the whistle than I do 
and, I feel sure, must have thought some of the same thoughts (very 
unbecoming for a preacher) as I have. 
 As I have said, I am offering this just as a tentative suggestion 
in the interest of conservation, but if it should be prove to have the 
additional merit of abating a nuisance, why that would be just so 
much gravy. 
 Begging your pardon for this intrusion on a busy man’s time, I 
am 
   Yours for Conservation, 
     E. Edson 
  

Kansas 

     September 7,1940 

Edson received a letter from some acquaintances from Kansas who said 
the old place and many of the people were not doing very well. Edson 
responds 

 “…that, of course, is not to be wondered at.  The thing to wonder at is that they 

have had the courage to live there at all, though I suppose in most cases it isn’t or wasn’t 

so much a matter of courage as of not being able to do anything else except to commit 

hari-kari and I would readily absolve them if they did that, and I believe that you will 

agree, that my absolution would be just as effective as the popes.” 

-#20 

 

Poem 

So breathing a prayer for the loved and the lost 



He fell on his dagger and gave up the ghost 

 

Now Thisbe returning and finding her beau 

Lying dead by her veil, which she happened to know, 

She guessed in a moment the cause of his erring 

And seizing the knife which had ended his life 

In less than a jiffy was dead as a herring, 

 

Young gentlemen, all, a word with you please 

Don’t make assignations near mulberry trees, 

And if your sweetheart is missing it shows a weak head 

To go stabbing yourself till you know she is dead? 

 

And young ladies pray don’t go gadding about 

When your anxious mama’s don’t know that you’re out, 

And remember that accidents often befall 

From kissing young fellows through a hole in the wall 

-#57 

 

Bonta Judson’s Funeral 

     November 9,1933 

 

Edsons letter to his daughter explains why he has taken so long to write. He 

was delayed because he had to participate as a pall bearer at Bonta Judson’s 

funeral.(Bonta was the son of Lynden founders, Phoebe ad Holden Judson). 

 

“ Nothing in Bonta’s life became him so much as leaving it. He was always an 

‘ornery’ devil and since his first stroke, in July, he has been a terrible burden to 

Mrs. Ebey which he has seemed rather to enjoy making as insufferable as 

possible. He was born in June 1853 and he lived at least 80 yrs. too long.” 

#23 

 

Steinbeck Criticism 



September 3, 1939 

 Speaking of stories, a week or so ago a chap brought me Tobacco Road 

and Of Mice and Men.  I read about a chapter of Tobacco Road and quit.  The 

other is much shorter and the blurb on the jacket was so enthusiastic that I 

waded thru thinking maybe there would be something at the end but the end 

was even worse than the rest of it.  The story, such as it was, was the 

uninteresting and highly improbable doings of a couple of uninteresting hoboes 

and the author tries to ‘pep’ it up by a frequent use of bastard and sonofabitch 

spelled out in full.  But even people who have lived the sheltered life that I have 

can scarcely escape knowing that low persons that would employ these two 

words so freely would certainly have a more extended vocabulary along the 

same line and the authors failure to let them exhibit their wares, which is 

understandable of course but never the less destroys the verisimilitude and 

genuineness of his attempt.  As to Tobacco Road, if you haven’t read it you 

have quite certainly seen enough about it to know that it is about people that 

you would go around a block to avoid meeting in everyday life and I can see no 

reason to seek them out in a book.  Then too, like the other book, it is 

inaccurate in factual detail and that about spoils even a good story for me.  For 

example, just in the little I read it tells of Jeeter stealing a bag of turnips.  Of 

how he stalked it as if he were sneaking up on a wild animal then how he 

pounced on it as he expected it to escape him if he didn’t grab it, and then how 

he ran with it squeezing it so hard that the turnip juice squirted through the sack 

into his eyes.  Opposed as I am to gambling I will on this occasion wager a 



quarter section of land against a burial lot that not even Sampson or Goliath of 

Gath or any other man of might and muscle can squeeze a turnip in his hand 

hard enough to make a single drop, let alone squirt.  One of the incidents in Of 

Mice and Men is just about as fantastic.  A great big powerful nitwit is being 

punched by a prizefighter and he is too stupid to know enough to try to defend 

himself till his pal and mentor shouts to him to, “Get him.”  Whereupon he 

reaches out and grabs the prizefighters fist and crushes it to a pulp in his bare 

hand.  Now you know that no man in the world can with one hand squeeze my 

clenched fist hard enough to even hurt, let alone injure it to say nothing about 

the difficulty of getting hold of a prizefighters fist while he was in action.  I never 

thought I could write a book but at least I couldn’t do it as badly as some people 

who do. 

#53   

MINORITIES 

 

Edson lived through one of the nations most volatile times in the area of race 

relations. He remembers as a small child in 1865, the black crepe hung on the door 

knobs of houses on the day of Abraham Lincoln’s death.  As a child in the Plains and as a 

resident of the Pacific Northwest, he had dealings with Indians. When he moved to the 

Pacific Northwest Edson took it upon himself to learn theNative American language. He 

spoke fluent Chinook, which was a combination of French, English (or Boston, as the 

natives called it) and the tribal language. He was often called upon to interpret on behalf 

of the Native Americans in the Lynden area.  



His views on Jews may have been influenced by his friendship with the Jewish 

publisher of the Lynden Tribune, a man named Sol Lewis. Edson respected and admired 

Lewis and his family. 

 His sympathy for the American Japanese during World War II was consistent 

with his concern for the powerless people in society and his attitude on war in general. 

This first letter and the ones that follow, are in sharp contrast to Burrs racist remarks. 

Burr stated in letter (cite) that although he conceded that there were several blacks who 

had made contributions, it was like putting a “handful of wheat in a pail of rat 

droppings, hard to find the value.” 

   

 

 

#46    MARCH 2, 1939 

For myself, I do not believe I have a trace of race prejudice unless it be against the race to 

which I belong. I don't know of any other that has been as guilty of such heinous sins as 

our own. That may be because I know more about my own kind than the others. You 

don't like the Indians because they are dirty and thieving. Well, perhaps their idea of 

personal hygiene does leave something to be desired though those out here--- and there 

were a number around Lynden when I first came here but the last one died a couple of 

weeks ago-- did not suffer greatly in this respect by comparison with their white 

neighbors. The manner of life of the Plains Indians, the ones you probably seen most of, 

is not conducive to bathtub consciousness and I suppose they do get a bit smelly at times. 

But I should say that it indicates a great self-forgetfulness, in view of the record, for any 



paleface to accuse them of thievery. Most people professed to be horrified at the rape of 

Ethiopia but aside from the time involved and the more spectacular methods employed I 

can see no essential difference between it and our acquisition of this land of the free and 

the home etc. Our stealing was on a magnificent wholesale scale with plenty of murder 

thrown in for good measure whereas I sincerely doubt if you have ever known of any but 

very petty pilfering by the redskin. The Indian out here is just as honest as the whites. I 

very well remember when I was working in A.J. Allens store and either the Otoes or the 

Pawnees came through on their annual migration to the buffalo herds and an old squaw 

was buying some calico from him and he was measuring it off with a yardstick and he 

contrived to slip it back about a foot each time so he was cheating her out of about 1/3 of 

her purchase. I admit that by a strict definition that it wasn't stealing but cheating and 

perhaps is permissible under quite generally accepted business ethics that it is all right if 

you can get away with it. The old girl could see that he was 'gypping' her and she put up a 

holler but he bulldozed her into taking it anyway she not being wise enough to walk out 

on him. Then he bragged about it afterward. No, I should say that any paleface that 

hollers about stealing by Indians has forgotten his history or else reckons by a double 

standard. 

As to the Negroes, enough of them have come up in spite of the tremendous 

handicaps we imposed to prove that their shortcomings are largely chargeable to us rather 

to them. I believe in two important respects they as a race are superior to us. I believe 

they are less cruel and less cunning; two most despisable traits. 

As for Jews with their topnotchers in practically every field one can name music, 

art, theater, medicine, law, science, philanthropy as well as business, finance and sports 



which you know I don't rate very high. I feel quite sure that on a percentage basis the 

Jews can show more blue ribbons than any other race: and yet, paradoxical as it seems, a 

very large per cent of the people who dislike them so insist on borrowing and 

appropriating their God. To be sure the original model has been changed considerably 

even since you and I first knew it for as late as that anger, jealousy and vengeance were 

outstanding characteristics but in the current streamlined model these traits or blemishes 

have been soft-pedaled almost to the point of obliteration but with all the alteration or 

rather transformation the chassis is still that of the Jewish Jehovah or Jaweh or I guess 

that should be Jahweh. Not only do they borrow the Jews God but they choose a Jew for 

their Savior and the Savior of the world. It is all very confusing I am sure. And you don't 

like the Mexicans, Filipinos or Hawaiians and I think it perfectly safe to assume that you 

wouldn't like the Chinese or Japs if you should be thrown among them or any of the other 

Kipling's "lesser breeds". You remember the old rhyme, " I do not like you mister Fell, 

The reason why I cannot tell but I do not like you Mister Fell" but in your case I am sure 

you could give a reason if necessary though maybe your reasons would seem rather 

inadequate to me but then it isn't at all necessary that they should. 

 

 

#33   OCTOBER 23, (no date) 

Edson spoke of the deplorable conditions around the world; China, Spain, 
Palestine and to the Jews everywhere in Europe…. 

 "to be sure we are hardly in a position to point a reproving finger in view of our 

treatment of our own colored people more especially in the south but to a large degree in 

the north as well. To be sure it doesn't seem so bad in the case of the 'niggers' because 



they have never known anything else but in the case of the Jews, prior to Hitler they were 

on about the same level as they are in the US and then all at once to be robbed, beaten, 

imprisoned, reviled and humiliated in every way that the most devilish ingenuity could 

invent with no escape short of suicide makes one ashamed to belong to the same species. 

#9    JUNE 7, 1942 

You ask "How can you know anything of the loyalty of a Jap". I can't see why the 

question isn't equally applicable to any German or Italian. Hitler's attack on his neighbors 

and Mussy's on Ethiopia were all of apiece with the Japs attack on Pearl Harbor. If you 

are going to hold every individual of a country responsible for the acts of his government 

you are going to put yourself and myself in a rather awkward situation for I am sure that 

the U.S.A. has done a number of things one time and another that neither of us would 

approve. As for stressing this cry of treachery because of Pearl Harbor it seems silly to 

say the least. In the first place war isn't a sporting event to be played according to a 

prearranged rules except the rule to beat the other guy to the draw if you can. This talk of 

civilized war is a contradiction in terms……..But I still don't believe in taking it out on 

U.S. citizens because we can't get at the ones who kicked us in the slats and happen to be 

of the same race….. 

 

#3     OCTOBER 21, 1943 

As for the Jap question I can't imagine how it would have been worse mishandled. 

Of course, as you say, in some instances as around Tacoma, the local people did what 

they could to mitigate the outrage. Up here we had just one Jap living at Wiser Lake. 

Everyone thought so well of Tommy that the neighbors came in and gave a party for him 



before he was taken away. There was never any reason other than some highly prejudiced 

suspicion (which could hardly be called reason) for supporting that the US born Japs 

weren't just as patriotic as the rest of us, but after the treatment that has been accorded 

them it would be a reflection on their intelligence if they had a spark of goodwill left for 

the country. I am sure I would hate it most cordially if I were in their place…. Nothing 

can or could be done now in reparation could ever restore the goodwill of these people 

who have been outrageously treated and it would seem to be extremely bad business on 

the part of the Government to allow or condone a measure engendering so much ill will 

against it. 

ED’ISM’S 

This is a compilation of short snippets of Edson's observations on all sorts of 
subjects, some serious and prescient, others tongue in cheek. 
 
Teddy Roosevelt 

March 17, 1938 
 I can’t agree with you in lumping FDR and Teddy and Woody together as equally 

vain.  Now I wouldn’t go so far as to claim that FDR is a shrinking violet or afflicted with 

an inferiority complex, but he never struck me as being really vain, but both the others 

seemed to me to be afflicted to Nth degree though they manifested it in quite different 

ways.  T.R. was to me much more repulsive, a cheap, vulgar inability to distinguish 

between notoriety and fame.  I think Wilson was a very vain man and that his vanity 

blinded him to his own limitation and in a very large measure, led to his failure and 

eclipse.  But his sort of vanity wasn’t the kind to lead him into the cheap limelight 

seeking antics of T.R. 

-#51B 

Education 

     May 9, 1937 

 The Supt. of our schools who has been here for twenty years or more has no more 

political sense than a jackrabbit.  Whenever he picks up the paper he turns first to the 

sports page, which I think sufficiently describes him to show how incompetent he would 

be to help our schools save democracy.  It would seem at least to me, that if we had the 

right sort of teachers, which we haven’t, and wouldn’t know where to look for them if we 

wanted them, which we don’t, and they were allowed to teach what every good democrat 

should know, which they couldn’t, the Legion and the DAR would see to that, that the 

schools might and should help us to run a democracy: but because of the rocks in the road 



as mentioned above, I don’t believe they are likely to help any more in the future, at least 

the immediate future, than they have in the past, which is practically nil. 

-#32 

Advertising 

     August 15, 1937 

 I don’t know whether there is anyone that dislikes advertising as much as I do.  I 

realize of course that I cannot reasonably expect any sympathy from an old newspaper 

man, the very lifeblood of whose business is or was advertising.  But obviously in a sane 

and civilized world where goods were made for use and not for profit, there would be no 

occasion for advertising.  And just think of what might be done toward promoting human 

happiness if the staggering and almost unbelievable aggregate of wealth now spent to 

persuade people to buy Jones’s’ product rather than Smiths’ were used for such purpose.  

If everyone was like me about advertising, it would go out of style without waiting for a 

change in our social economy.  That is one thing that I shall expect and be greatly 

disappointed if I do not find when I pass through the “pearly gates”, to wit; that I shall 

see no more billboards or any other kind of advertising.   

-#17 

 

Sports 

 I think I mentioned in some former letter why I don’t like the major so-called 

sports, such as football, baseball, etc.  But an octogenarian is privileged to repeat himself 

as long as he please, so at the risk of repetition, I’ll say the reason I don’t like them is 

because they are so often conducted in so unsportsman-like manner and the behavior of 

the spectators is so often nothing short of disgraceful.  The idea of a sportsman-like 

contest is quite lost in the determination to win and to me, that isn’t sport.  All these 

games are made the occasion for much betting and I am also a crank against gambling.   

-#12 

 

Women 

 I believe women, as a rule, are less inclined than men to live within themselves, 

sort of go hermit, so to speak.  While I live about as active a life as I ever did and expect 

to as long as I can, yet I feel less and less inclination to go outside of my reading—and 

radio—for entertainment.  While I am on the best of terms with everybody, there are 

scarcely more than the number of fingers on one hand that I would miss if I never saw 

them again.   

-#38 

 

Travel 

 Every day is almost exactly like every other.  A lot of people, younger especially, 

would think it unendurably monotonous, but I am quite content with it.  I am past the 

time when strange lands and adventure appeal to me.  I prefer now to my travelling by 

proxy.  I have taken the National Geographic for a good many years and I can see the 

interesting places of the world much more comfortably and satisfactorily to say nothing 

of how much more cheaply, and as for adventure, this world show that is being put on 



before our eyes is certainly the most stupendous adventure that has every befallen 

mankind, and no matter what we do or don’t do we can’t escape the consequences.  One 

would indeed be a glutton for adventure to ask for more now.   

-#31 

 

Town Boosterism 

 Our state is spending a bunch of money, I don’t remember how much, to try to get 

people to come here.  Needless to say I am altogether opposed to the idea.  There are too 

many people everywhere already, and I would much rather see half our population leave 

than to have any more come.  That’s another of my unorthodox views that, of course, I 

don’t proclaim, but as mayor, I received this a.m. a bunch of maps to be used in 

furtherance of this booster scheme and so I am sending you one.    

-#35 

 

Health 

 I am as well as I ever was with never an ache or a pain for which I continually 

give thanks to whoever—or whomsoever—if you prefer, is entitled to them, which 

would, I suppose, include my quite heterogeneous ancestry as well as myself, for I 

believe I have learned several rules of right living, at least they seem to be right for me, 

for my particular case, though they may not suit anyone else, and I have not only learned 

them but what is rather unusual with most people, I practice them constantly and 

faithfully; but I can’t consistently advise other people to follow my example, because if I 

did it would ruin the drugstore business.   

-#42 

 

Environment 

     March 17, 1940 

Edson responds to Burrs concern about the debt the New Deal will pass on to 
the next generation. Edson sees a much more onerous debt legacy than 
money… 

  

When we look about us and see the near universality with which governmental 

obligations are disregarded when they become sufficiently onerous, I should say it would 

be extremely unlikely that the next generation would feel themselves under greater 

obligation for a debt they never contracted than the present one has shown itself for debts 

of its own making.  No, I am not worrying about the next generation on this account.  

Unless they prove much bigger fools than we are, with whatever gods there be forefend, 

they won’t allow themselves to be saddled with this particular load.  If we could compel 

them to carry it, that would be horribly wicked beyond description, but thank goodness 

we can’t.  But we are doing even worse than that in the way we are destroying the natural 

resources of the country.  That is something the consequences of which they cannot 

escape and for which we, as a nation, should be consigned to the bottomless pit, where 

the fires are never quenched or else to a perpetual asylum for fools.  

-#45 



 

Constitution 

March 17, 1940 

 The attempt to make it appear that our constitution is something embodying the 

wisdom of the ages and to be held sacrosanct and in invialable is quite unjustifiable in the 

light of the facts for I am sure you know better than I that the constitution was far from 

being anything like the unanimous agreement of its makers, but on the contrary was a 

matter of compromise and was so inadequate and unsatisfactory that it was necessary to 

begin tacking on amendment right away and some, if not the most valuable parts of it, 

have been added after the all wise founding fathers had finished their perfect instrument. 

-#45 

 

Trees 

March 2,1939 

 I seem to have given the impression, quite unintentionally I’m sure, that I would 

not favor cutting any timber, that I would leave all the forests stand.  It proves either how 

careless or how inefficient I am with the use of language.  As you of course know, the 

“furriners” of Europe have known for a couple of hundred years or more how to cut what 

timber they needed without destroying all the remainder, and, as a consequence, their 

forests are perpetual.  Living where you have, you haven’t had the opportunity to see the 

“American” method firsthand, but I have been right in the middle of it and don’t have to 

take anybody’s word for it.  When I came here, this whole Puget Sound country was 

covered with one of the most magnificent forests that ever grew anywhere and now it is 

all gone except back in the hills and in its place thousands and thousands of acres of 

blackened stumps.  It would take from 300 to 500 years for such trees to grow again and 

they have all been destroyed while I have been looking on. 

-#46 

 

The Dust Bowl 

March 2, 1939 

 There wasn’t any dust bowl before the sod was broken up.  When you and I first 

saw that country it was nearly all covered with grass, though everybody was doing all 

they could to destroy it, but they hadn’t at that time succeeded to an extent to make the 

dustbowl formidable.  The native sod would not only prevent wind erosion but when it 

was not burned off would hold water better than anything else when we would get those 

occasional downpours.  You say we didn’t make the dust bowl that it was there from the 

beginning.  Well I’m not arguing that a deficiency of rainfall didn’t exist on the western 

plains, for nobody knows how long, but my point is that before we came, and this we is 

quite personal, for you and I were close to the vanguard,  before we came, there was no 

dust worth mentioning. Of course no one foresaw the consequences of destroying the 

natural covering of the soil, but I have no reason to think that anyone would have done 

differently even if we had had a divine revelation of what would happen.   

-#46 

 



Global Warming 

March 2, 1939 

 The rather rapid recession of glaciers all over the world together with some 

seemingly significant temperature records over a period of years in various parts of the 

world would seem to indicate that we may be in for another of the several warm spells 

that this old ball has experienced in the past.  If this is true, it would be nearly impossible 

to restore the grass covering to the plains even with the most thorough and painstaking 

effort, though of course we know that no effort at all will be made toward that end, but 

with the world outlook what it is I don’t know that it makes much, if any, difference. 

-#46 

 

Grand Coulee 

March 2, 1939 

 The damn is so stupendous and the whole thing on such a magnificent scale as to 

carry one away in admiration of the accomplishment of puny man that one forgets to 

inquire as to the wisdom and utility of the undertaking.  There is certainly no immediate 

demand for the almost unlimited power to be generated.  Most of the people of this state 

are on the west side of the mountains and we already have lots of hydro-electric plants 

with others being developed.  So to find a market for the “juice” it will have to be 

transmitted over long distances and that costs money.  These big transmission lines are 

expensive to construct and require considerable for maintenance.  As far as the 

agriculture, conceding it to be good land, isn’t it a fact that we are already raising more 

agricultural products than we can profitably sell?  Then why spend hundreds of millions 

of dollars to further aggravate a bad situation.  It is a wonderful project as illustrating 

what man can do, but I am doubtful it is wise.  

-#46 

Salmon 

March 2, 1939 

 Then there is the salmon.  I believe I said something about that in a previous 

letter, unquestionably it is a tremendous source of natural wealth that if once destroyed 

can never be restored.  It is questionable if Bonneville Dam won’t be sufficient to put an 

end to them though they have spent a bagful of money to provide ways for the fish to 

climb over but no one pretends that they ever could be taken over Coulee Dam so they 

talk of teaching them to go up the tributaries instead.  Unfortunately a salmon doesn’t 

prove to be teachable at all when it comes to trying to tell him to go lay his, or rather her, 

eggs.   

-#46 

 

Hunting 

October 22, 1939 

 This is the hunting season you know when the bloodlust of the most savage and 

merciless of killers has it’s annual indulgence.  There is a slight compensation to read in 

the evening paper that to date there have been eleven hunters killed in the state and as the 

season isn’t over I hope to read of several others yet.  I am glad  have you to unload my 



unorthodox thoughts on for if it should be known how I feel toward people who kill 

things for fun or to gratify their love for slaughter I am afraid I would be regarded as 

‘queer’ so I don’t intrude my opinions on ‘sport’ anymore than I do on religion.  I have 

you you see for my whipping boy and you can escape it by dropping it in the waste 

basket.   

-#43 


