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Introduction



FRINGE TO CENTER


In 1962, a secretive, far-right group called the John Birch Society was scheming to stop the California Republican Party’s preferred candidate in a bitter electoral contest—one of many such campaigns it was waging in local and state elections. Just four years old at the time, the Birch Society was already the country’s most notorious far-right movement, and it had become known for its brutal tactics and extremist ideas concerning hidden communist conspiracies within the United States. It tended to harass its foes and paint them as rank traitors. Its opponent in this particular battle, Patricia Hitt, was a member of the Republican National Committee, a top ally of Richard Nixon, and a rare woman in a position of party leadership. At the time, Birchers were running for seats on Orange County school boards and plotting to wrest power from moderates in GOP women’s clubs. Hitt was one of the establishment Republicans who stood squarely in their path. When she ran for a seat on her party’s county committee, the society unloaded on her.


Letters, many using the same stock phrases, started arriving at her home. The tone, she said, was “nasty,” and “considerable hate” was raining down on her and her family. Worse still was the phone harassment. At all hours, Hitt received calls from anonymous speakers with essentially the same message: “You’ll rue this day.” When she and her husband switched to an unlisted number, the Birchers shifted to calling registered Republicans throughout her district and denouncing her as a “communist,” a “socialist,” and a “pinko.” “That kind of slander” was effective, Hitt recalled. “People who didn’t know who I was defeated me.”


Tangling with the John Birch Society was an unforgettable ordeal for opponents like Hitt who endured it. More than the loss itself, what scarred Hitt was the Birchers’ zealotry. “They were wild,” she later reflected. “They were haters beyond anything I’ve ever seen in my life.” They were “an enormously destructive force. In my opinion, they’re more destructive than the other extreme. Maybe it’s because they’re ours. The Birch Society,” she underscored, “is ours.”1


Hitt assumed that such a loathsome faction would stay at the margins of her party. Birchers might harass her and her GOP colleagues, win an election here and there, or launch a few quixotic primary campaigns to topple incumbents. But, she reasoned, they were destined to hover at the far-right edge of the political spectrum. Hitt figured that the midcentury consensus, in which citizens were thought to abhor extremists on the left and the right, would keep Birchers on the defensive and ensure that mainstream sensibilities prevailed. Her colleagues in the Republican establishment—even on the right-wing edge of that establishment—agreed. They were convinced that there was simply no realistic way for the fringe to assemble an electoral coalition that could vault them to power. And for a long time they were correct.


But in recent years, especially with the ascent of Donald Trump to the presidency and to leadership of the American right, what it means to be a conservative or a member of the Republican Party has changed—and the newly dominant political ideas and attitudes bear the imprint of the John Birch Society. The extremist takeover of the American right required more than six decades and was by no means inevitable. In fact, for a while the John Birch Society receded from influence, but over time its ideas—or the lineal descendants of its ideas—solidified their place in the conservative coalition and eventually, in the second decade of the twenty-first century, enjoyed a revival. Birchers depicts the life and afterlife of an organization that did more than any other conservative entity to propel this extremist takeover: the John Birch Society, which mobilized a loyal army of activists and forged ideas that ultimately upended American politics.


Even long after its membership waned and its time in the spotlight faded, the Birch Society influenced the ideas and the style of far-right activists and groups, eventually enabling the fringe to engulf the GOP. Drawing on thousands of documents from a variety of archives, this story encompasses the voices of activists, many of them women, as well as those of the movement’s allies and critics. It shows the extraordinary steps that a liberal Cold War coalition took to constrain the society, including a massive and previously undisclosed spy operation that targeted Birchers over many years, penetrating its inner sanctum and contributing to the society’s downfall. Yet the ideas and tactics of Birchism continued to inspire the far right and today have made a stunning comeback.


The political right in the United States has always encompassed a variety of factions or dispositions, including chamber of commerce conservatives and Wall Street conservatives, libertarians and fundamentalist Christians, those reconciled to the New Deal and those bent on repealing it. Historians have typically distinguished between the more moderate Republicans like Dwight Eisenhower, who dominated the party for years, and the more ideological “movement conservatives,” who burst on the scene first with Barry Goldwater in the early 1960s and then, more enduringly, with Ronald Reagan’s election as president in 1980.2 But this story makes clear that another dividing line also existed within the conservative coalition—with all the mainstream, electorally successful figures, from Eisenhower to Reagan, on one side and a more extreme, ultraconservative faction, including the Birchers, on the other. It also makes clear that the differences between these ultraconservatives and what I will call the mainstream right were real and substantive.


Many issues separated the Birch fringe from the Reagan-Goldwater right, but major distinctions centered on explicit racism, anti-interventionism versus internationalism, conspiracy theories, and a more apocalyptic, violent, antiestablishment mode of politics. While the mainstream and fringe wings of conservatism aligned on discrete issues and in particular moments, the Birch Society and the mainstream conservative movement frequently had sharp differences of opinion that pulled them in opposing directions. For years, the two were more antagonists than partners, each side working to check the other and seeing each other as the enemy within. More than mainstream conservatives, Birchers trafficked in conspiracy theories and advocated aggressive resistance to the civil rights movement. After NAACP leader Medgar Evers was assassinated by a white supremacist, a Birch film blamed him for his own death—a contention that didn’t sit well with the mainstream right. Birchers charged that President Eisenhower abetted the communists, distributed flyers calling President John F. Kennedy a traitor, and repudiated NATO. Their criticisms of government (“one worlders”) and media (“Spanish Inquisition!”) helped spark a revolt against America’s institutions and its elites at a time when trust in both was diminishing across the ideological spectrum. Birchers lobbied school boards to ban supposedly communist teachings such as sex education (a “filthy communist plot”), shouted down speakers in public forums (“commie-symp!”), formed front groups to push their causes in secret, and deployed fear and intimidation as political weapons, threatening to inflict unspecified harms on their foes.3


Conservative GOP leaders like Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and Barry Goldwater—politicians who, despite their differences with one another, all fit within the Republican conservative mainstream—sometimes invoked Bircher language and copied these extremist tactics. But their oratory and ideas were consistently less violent, conspiratorial, and apocalyptic, and when pressed they made clear that they wished to separate themselves from at least some elements of their far-right flank. This was true even of Goldwater, seen by many at the time as the epitome of right-wing Republicanism. Birchers declared that communists controlled the civil rights movement, but Goldwater, despite voting against the Civil Rights Act of 1964 as a US senator, avoided such talk. While Birchers spun out scenarios of communist plots in government, equating liberals with left-wingers and both with communists, Goldwater merely claimed that the Democratic Party “was captured by Socialist ideologues in and about the labor movement.”4 When Birchers agitated to impeach Chief Justice Earl Warren, Goldwater agreed that Warren and the Supreme Court had abused their power without going so far as to call for his removal. Whereas Birchers occasionally flirted with third parties, ran for office as states’ rights candidates, and challenged mainstream conservatives in long-shot GOP primary bids, Goldwater urged conservatives to “grow up” and take over the Republican Party. The handful of Birchers who held seats in Congress during the 1960s and 1970s bucked the Republican Party’s support for military interventions and immigration reform, instead clamoring for the United States to withdraw from the United Nations and viewing international alliances as a socialist one-world plot to destroy America’s sovereignty.5


The far right’s role and impact within the broader conservative movement from roughly 1974 to 2010 was a mixed bag. At times, fringe individuals and groups successfully pushed their ideas into the heart of national politics and a position of power within the Republican Party, especially on questions of morality, gender, and sexuality. But on some of the weightiest issues of those decades—immigration, internationalism, military interventions, the size of the welfare state, civil rights, and taxes—the far right also experienced numerous setbacks. The right-wing fringe was part of the conservative GOP’s coalition but only intermittently came out on top, and its constellation of ideas—explicit racism, anti-interventionism, conspiracism, an apocalyptic mindset, and culture wars—haltingly, over many decades, exerted more and more authority within the broader GOP conservative coalition.


In the late 1970s and 1980s, the society’s culture-war legacy combined with its radical brand of economic libertarianism to become more central to conservative Republicans. In the 1990s, a strain of isolationism began to creep more forcefully into GOP rhetoric and legislative policy, and conspiracy theories in response to Bill Clinton’s presidency ensconced themselves in the broader American right. Around 2008 to 2010, with the election of Barack Obama, some Republicans turned to more explicit racism and intensified the Birch-like, apocalyptic approach to politics and policy. In the 2010s, the far right, inheritors of the Birch tradition, finally came out on top. Though it is tempting to lump the mainstream right and the right-wing fringe together, especially in light of where they ended up, the right became radicalized because conservative leaders had courted the fringe (especially during their election campaigns) over five decades; large-scale changes sweeping the economy, culture, and world popularized the far right’s ideas; and the fringe’s decades-long quest to gain power came to maturation.


Republican conservative candidates for high office also made a series of bets that backfired. They wooed far-right activists on the theory that their political support was essential to winning elections and that their more outlandish ideas could be kept at bay. Conservatives vying for office attended rallies sponsored by the far right, endorsed some of their causes, and spoke in their idiom. But when these GOP leaders took office, they governed to the far right’s satisfaction only intermittently. Republican leaders figured that they could do just enough to keep the culture warriors, conspiracy theorists, extreme free marketeers, and anti–civil rights radicals in their camp while also maintaining support from mainstream conservatives, especially suburban women. Their bet paid off for a time, until control over the process ultimately slipped from their grasp. Especially in the final years of George W. Bush’s presidency, with the administration losing credibility in both foreign and economic policy, the far right’s ideas grew more popular. On the big issues—America’s role in the world, the nation’s stance toward immigrants, race relations, and views of major institutions and elites—Republican voters started to shift in the far right’s favor. The internet made it harder for Republican leaders to check the fringe members of their coalition, and the far right effectively weaponized the primary process. From GOP-backed tax hikes in the 1980s and early 1990s to the GOP-led wars in Iraq, from failure to curb immigration in the 2000s to the financial crash of 2008, the far right’s frustration with the conservative establishment intensified, and a narrative among the activists took root: Republican leaders had betrayed them. Bitterness and resentments deepened.


Beyond the internecine warfare, the nation’s changing economy and culture enabled Birch successors to gain adherents and ascend to power. In the last two decades of the twentieth century, economic and demographic shifts intensified the far right’s sense of alienation and disempowerment. A steady influx of Asian, African, and Latin American immigrants (and fewer white European immigrants) unnerved many whites, who feared that the interlopers threatened their values and their belief that the United States was a white Christian country. The decades-long process of deindustrialization, 1970s-era inflation, and the combination of a fraying safety net, declining public investment, and widening income and wealth disparities in the 1980s seemed to make the American dream increasingly unattainable. The severing of white working-class voters from unions (over many decades) helped break those voters’ connection with the Democratic Party and New Deal liberalism. These were forces in the rise of Reagan, of course, but they also played into the agenda of the Birch Society’s successors on the movement’s fringe, who exploited the cultural shifts and economic shocks, stoking white citizens’ resentments. Such broad changes in politics and culture amplified fears that immigrants were flooding the borders and taking people’s jobs. Structural shifts—including popular revulsion with the federal government—blocked Democrats’ attempts to mitigate economic pain. Right-wing press and politicians constantly told voters that snooty liberal elites were laughing at them, disrespecting them. The culture—Hollywood actors, Harvard professors, Beltway pundits—now seemed stacked against many white citizens, rigged to mock their habits, their faith, their families. After failing to win majorities at the ballot box, some heirs to the Birchers increasingly turned to violent and antidemocratic means of wielding power.


The end of the Cold War also shook the foundations of American politics and imbued the anti-interventionist successors to the Birchers with political authority and moral zeal. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 gave isolationists a chance to critique the broad bipartisan commitment to America’s liberal internationalist leadership. With the implosion of the Soviet Union, the conservative belief in militarism abroad started to waver. Pat Buchanan, Ron Paul, and other proponents of anti-intervention argued that America’s alliances, treaties, wars, and free-trade pacts eroded US sovereignty. They urged Americans to revive the 1920s-era traditions of avoiding entangling alliances, closing America’s borders, and celebrating the nation’s Anglo-Saxon heritage.6


The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks initially undercut these America First sentiments. But the quagmires in Afghanistan and Iraq, followed by civil war in Syria, the rise of the Islamic State, and the refugee crisis in Europe, triggered still more doubts about the wisdom of globalization, immigration, and trade as tools to spread democracy overseas.


Economic and social developments internal to the United States also led a resurgent far right to capitalize on the shifting debate late in George W. Bush’s administration. By 2008, economic conditions had grown increasingly dire in the eyes of many Americans, and the collapse of Bush’s electoral coalition rattled the Republican Party and helped the fringe clamber atop the GOP. The financial crisis and the Great Recession sharpened income inequality and exposed the fragility and unfairness of the nation’s economic system. Bush’s decision to bail out the banks and the automotive industry triggered a rebellion from the more populist elements within his own party and fomented discontent on the far right. Republicans were abandoning him during the worst financial crisis since the 1930s. Something profound was reshaping the Republican Party and what conservatives believed and wanted. Activists and donors soured on Bush as another exponent of the establishment, a Judas to their cause, and seized on the crisis to challenge conservative Republican orthodoxy. Only pure antigovernment activists could save the United States from a corrupt ruling elite. The election of the nation’s first African American president combined with the enactment of sweeping health care reform and the halting economic recovery to produce the Tea Party, and a more explicit racism and nativism took root. Powered by thousands of activists fighting to take back what they said was their country (with support from far-right foundations and donors, some of which had ties to the Birch movement), the Tea Party drew on Birchite conspiracy theories and tapped its white supremacist, anti-interventionist, and antiestablishment themes. These ideas gained more and more sway within the Republican Party during Obama’s presidency.


Birchers is in part the story of a small band of anti–New Deal businessmen who founded an organization named after an evangelist turned warrior who was killed by Chinese communists. It is also a chronicle of how, from 1958 till the early 1970s, these defenders of radical individualism mobilized an estimated sixty thousand to one hundred thousand white, upwardly mobile, change-fearing, mostly Christian, often suburban men and women, who united to defeat a set of common threats and reclaim a moral universe that they believed underpinned their own social, spiritual, and economic well-being. Finally, this book is an exploration of how Birch ideas and practices outlasted the organization itself and came to influence today’s Republican Party in unexpected ways.7


During its heyday in the early and mid-1960s, the Birch Society was hardly seen as the avatar of a new brand of dominant politics. Critics, including Republicans, ridiculed the Birchers, derided them as fanatics and a “lunatic fringe,” and condemned them as representative of a “paranoid style in American politics” that rebelled against modernity.8 But time and again, the group’s leaders weaponized such dismissals, stoking members’ resentment and intensifying their desire to fight for their beliefs. The elite slights also ignored the innovations that Birchers, among other groups, brought to politics—causes and strategies that established an alternative to the National Review-Goldwater-Reagan model, proving that the supercharged activism of thousands of diehards could outmatch the votes of millions of citizens and over time transform the GOP. While Birchers promoted baseless conspiracy theories as fact (fluoridation in the water represented “a massive wedge for socialized medicine,” “extremely dangerous… to the public water supplies”), they also understood how allegations of a plot against the United States rallied activists in opposition to a common foe and motivated citizens to participate in the struggle for power. They used modern technology, understood contemporary culture, and functioned as largely rational political beings. They were one of the groups on the right that demonstrated how mass mobilization around single issues could reap dividends far beyond the particular issue at hand, showing subsequent generations of conservatives how to campaign against the likes of abortion rights, gun control, and Obamacare and how to win multitudes of converts in the process.9


Beyond the potent influence of Birch Society leaders lay the tectonic-shifting power of tens of thousands of activist homeowners, housewives, and middle-class professionals, whose zeal initially posed a problem for conservative Republicans but soon made the GOP a more robust antigovernment party.10 Birch activists won seats on local school boards, traded ideas in their neighborhood bookstores, and volunteered for like-minded candidates. They filtered a conspiratorial brand of single-minded anticommunism through the perceived needs of their towns and suburbs. At times they trafficked in racist or antisemitic stereotypes and succeeded in braiding these strains of hate into a broader culture war, integrating bigots into a larger coalition. They rejected virtually the entire post–World War II, US-led international order, urging the United States to get out of the United Nations, denouncing the foreign policy establishment as a communistic cabal, and telling leaders to focus on the gravest threat to the country: the internal plot to destroy Americans’ liberties.


Although conservative political leaders denounced Birch Society founder Robert Welch, they benefited from his followers’ work. Birchers enthusiastically voted in local elections, publicized issues of law and order and anticommunism at the community level, volunteered in and donated to Republican campaigns, and got out the vote on Election Day. Even during the organization’s period of relative dormancy after 1974, Birch successors—hard-right conservatives who kept the society’s legacy alive, adopting its ideas and tactics—continued to fuel grassroots mobilization, popularize conspiracy theories, promote isolationism, elevate public morality, and police values in the culture at large. All these Birch-tinged efforts helped the GOP and conservative political leaders, even those who would have been uncomfortable with card-carrying Birchers in their ranks.


In its time, the Birch Society helped forge a coalition of super-wealthy industrialists and upwardly mobile professionals with white working-class conservatives and evangelicals, many of them Southern and many of them sometime Democrats. The society united conservatives geographically as well. While its brand of far-right politics found many adherents in the Sunbelt, its appeal was considerably broader, resonating with a subset of voters and activists in every region of the United States. The society’s national footprint augured an underappreciated breadth of cross-sectional popular support for the far right. In the Midwest and the Northeast, Birchers were surprisingly energetic, belying the long-held assumption that California, Arizona, and Texas were bellwethers where the fringe road-tested plans and erected infrastructure. From Helena and Indianapolis to Milwaukee and Boston, Welch and his followers ignited a nationwide movement.


The society also embraced a view of freedom that influenced future far-right activists. Birchers defined freedom not through access to the ballot box for all, nor as the freedom to act in accord with one’s own precepts, and certainly not as the freedom from want. They claimed, “We’re a republic, not a democracy,” holding that a relatively small group of Americans who looked and acted like Birchers should be in charge of the United States. Their conception of the republic demanded the dismantling of the welfare state and dreamed of imposing their own version of Christian values on American schools and culture.11 The society was also an early adopter of a strain of right-wing culture-war politics that became increasingly important to conservatives. Birchers inspired the religious right, thrust wedge issues of sex, gender, race, and education into a dominant place in American politics, and helped embed in the culture a set of traditional values around which supporters could rally.


The question of how the far right came to dominate conservatism and overtake the GOP has been a focus of a great deal of analysis. Some historians have depicted the Birch Society as “the ‘mainstream’ right’s vanguard.” Trump’s election as president revealed the surprising (and, to many, disturbing) resonance of certain ideas and tendencies, from outlandish conspiracism to naked racism, that most analysts had assumed would always remain confined to the fringes. Some now argued that the Republican Party or the conservative movement had all along been awash in these extreme views, that Bircher ideas had always been central, not merely peripheral—we just hadn’t seen or acknowledged it.


But in the rush to explain Trump, these accounts understated how much he directly took on the movement conservatism that had held sway, more or less, through the George W. Bush presidency. The process of radicalization of the Republican Party was in fact contingent, halting, and gradual, not foreordained and inevitable. There was not a clear split between the “addled, racist fringe” and the mainstream conservative movement, but nor was the fringe “the base” of the conservative movement, fundamental to its worldview. The distinctions, in other words, were as significant as any commonalities. Drawing too straight a line from the past to the present elides the tensions, conflicts, and contradictions within the modern conservative coalition and gives more power to proponents of the far right than they actually deserve. Birchers and their successors were not in the vanguard of the mainstream right but were fringe actors who hovered around the margins of politics and policy. Rather than driving the American right, ultraconservatives amounted to one element in a set of shifting and unstable Republican conservative electoral coalitions. Less pragmatic than the establishment right, the far right had an agenda that was rarely enacted into law (unless it dovetailed with positions shared by the Republican mainstream), and the GOP’s coalitions, for the most part, were vaster and more consumed by internal strife than some accounts have implied.12


Still, some recent scholarship on the far right has yielded useful insights into the overlap between the establishment and extreme wings of the GOP. Perhaps the most trenchant corrective has concerned the role of William F. Buckley, the intellectual founder of modern conservatism and publisher of National Review, who was said to have cordoned off the Birchers and expelled them through editorials in his magazine. Mainstream political raconteurs long assumed that Buckley was successful in cutting off the far right, acting as his movement’s de facto boundary enforcer and keeping true conservatism clean and free of its seedier aspects. But the lines between mainstream and fringe were murkier than these portraits suggest. As two astute political scientists have shown, “However mythologized by movement conservatives since, Buckley’s halting project of excommunication was more notable for its ineffectuality and tardiness than its impact in drawing a cordon sanitaire.”13 Throughout the 1950s Buckley published writers whose work also appeared in American Mercury, which had become an antisemitic magazine with ties to the Birch Society. In 1957 he anticipated the society’s anti–civil rights stance when he called white people “the advanced race” and defended the legitimacy of Jim Crow. He deplored critics of the red-baiting senator Joseph McCarthy, a Bircher hero.14 In short, in light of these and other extreme positions, Buckley’s gesture toward kicking out the Birchers was far more concerned with cordoning off Robert Welch while retaining the support of the rank-and-file members.


The Birch Society’s founders tapped traditions with deep roots in the Old Right, the conservative faction that had sought to thwart the progressive and New Deal–era political order. Like the Old Right, Welch and his colleagues believed that the growth of the federal government was a grave betrayal, that labor rights were an offense to individual rights, and that white Christians had repeatedly been forced to accept changes that negated their identity. Women’s suffrage and fights for racial equality and labor rights seemed like pieces of the same sinister puzzle.


Finding inspiration from their predecessors, Birch leaders looked to activists who had fought for immigration restriction, opposed the teaching of evolution in schools, and promoted the Ku Klux Klan’s anti-Catholic, anti-Jewish, and anti-Black activism. On foreign affairs they drew on the legacy of anti-interventionists and Midwestern isolationists who had opposed America’s entry in the First World War and abhorred the Treaty of Versailles as a sop to internationalists and progressives. This older generation of conservatives had argued that the war’s true aim was to line the pockets of arms manufacturers and bankers, and that President Woodrow Wilson’s League of Nations proposal would destroy America’s rights as a sovereign nation. Both arguments of larger forces twisting the nation’s creed later informed the Birchers’ platform.15


To the dozen men who launched the John Birch Society in December 1958, few politicians embodied socialist evil more than the architect of the New Deal, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Roosevelt’s ideas had triumphed; theirs had been mocked. One of the Birch founders described FDR’s decision to recognize the Soviet Union in 1933 as “a monumental mistake” and blamed “our government’s psychopathic sympathy and support of Russia during World War II” for all the country’s problems.16


For many Americans across political persuasions, the end of World War II vindicated the ideas and policies of the United States. Spared a land invasion and air raids, the country emerged as the greatest economic and military power in the world. The victory over fascism validated US faith in democracy and free enterprise under a mixed and regulated economy. In the words of the popular liberal columnist Walter Lippmann, “What Rome was to the ancient world, what Great Britain has been to the modern world, America is to be to the world of tomorrow.”17


But the war’s aftermath left the Birch Society’s future founders dismayed rather than triumphant. They saw their country abandoning its free-market system and traditional individualistic values. As the Soviet Union grabbed control of Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, and Czechoslovakia and developed atomic weaponry, the men who would found the society came to see President Harry Truman as an effete commander unwilling to halt communist expansion. Although the GOP won majorities in Congress in 1946, Truman’s Fair Deal agenda—premised on national health care, civil rights, a progressive income tax, and federal aid to education—showed that FDR’s New Deal and wartime government expansion would not be easily repealed. As Welch warned in 1948, “We are throwing away” the country’s past achievements “for a phony ‘security’ and a creeping collectivism.”18


The Republican Party’s ascent to the White House in 1952 was no salve for the Birch Society’s founders, who saw 1958 as a particularly dark year. Dwight Eisenhower had been in office for six years, and his administration had produced a string of defeats, including the Korean War stalemate, the Soviet Sputnik launch, and acceptance of the New Deal. Conservative groups and organs like National Review lacked the kind of direct action and mass educational appeal that the founders felt was necessary to reverse these setbacks. Welch and his cohort believed that mainstream conservatives who focused on military interventions abroad had failed to see the more urgent threat of internal conspiracies at home. These conservatives also struck some Birch founders as unwilling to stomach the kind of in-your-face actions that would alert the country to the enemy within: the destruction of their liberties and religious faith at the hands of their own fellow citizens.


If anything, the Republican Party appeared to be moving in the opposite direction, leaving the Birch founders profoundly disillusioned. After McCarthy’s death in 1957, William Proxmire, a Democrat, assumed his seat in the US Senate, and in the 1958 midterm elections Democrats Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota, Harrison Williams of New Jersey, Stephen Young of Ohio, Clair Engle of California, and Vance Hartke of Indiana won Senate seats previously held by Republicans. (The latter three wins especially pained the society’s founders, as the departing GOP incumbents, John Bricker, William Knowland, who in 1958 was running for California governor, and William E. Jenner, had been among the few GOP officials who shared their ideas.) Democrats rejoiced (“Little remains of the reactionary wing of the Senate elected in 1946 and 1952,” cheered Americans for Democratic Action in a press release), while Republicans sulked.19 What the American people needed, Welch and his allies believed, was a national education program to spread the word that communists had taken control of the nation’s institutions and that Armageddon was at hand. In December 1958 they created it.


From roughly 1958 to 1974, the Birch Society evolved into a mass movement that influenced political debates about the meaning of conservatism, garnered reams of media coverage in national, local, and international outlets, generated fresh fears of a surge in homegrown fascist politics, and brought an energetic far-right presence to local schools, libraries, and theaters. Birchers became known for their confrontational tactics and seemingly bizarre ideas—that fluoride in drinking water was a communist plot to poison citizens, to cite one example. As the leading symbol of the excesses of the far right, the Birch Society also drew thousands of supporters and adherents—donors, card-carrying members, and nonmember sympathizers. The group became a Rorschach test for where one stood on the nation’s political spectrum.


Though the society declined in the mid-1970s, Birchism helped seed Trumpism. For decades Birchers (and their successors) remained a mostly fringe movement, not regaining strength until the 2010s. Historically Birchers distrusted Richard Nixon, loathed Gerald Ford, and occasionally denounced Ronald Reagan, who had appointed numerous hard-liners but few who subscribed to Birch ideas. The far right regarded George H. W. Bush as a sinister architect of what he called a “new world order” and an emblem of the decrepit Republican Party establishment. And George W. Bush championed some causes that were anathema to Birch ideology, from immigration reform to the educational platform known as No Child Left Behind, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, a massive new homeland security apparatus, and bank bailouts.


The Birch Society did not equal the conservative movement as a whole; the fringe was not, for the most part, the biggest driver of the GOP—until very recently. And it’s not bound to remain so indefinitely. The Birchers mattered because they bequeathed a usable past and forged an alternative political tradition, and because GOP mandarins accommodated the Birchers, wooed them for money and votes, and gave them a political home. Such encouragement enabled Michele Bachmann, Sarah Palin, Donald Trump, Marjorie Taylor Greene, and far-right media personalities like Glenn Beck and Alex Jones to thrive and gain power within the conservative movement and the GOP electoral coalition.


Ultimately, as the social and political contexts changed, the far right capitalized on the multiplicity of crises. In the twenty-first century the movement drew on Birch ideas and the Birch conspiratorial style and found a model in the Birch movement.


If you look, then, you will see, in COVID denialism, vaccine disinformation, America First nationalism, school board wars, QAnon plots, and allegations of electoral cheating, a movement from the 1960s, long thought dead, casting its shadow across the United States.
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Chapter 1



“GOD’S ANGRY MEN”


In late October 1958, Robert Welch, a wealthy retired candy manufacturer from Belmont, Massachusetts, invited seventeen friends to a “completely ‘off the record’” meeting in Indianapolis that would start at 9:00 a.m. on Monday, December 8, and end at 6:00 p.m. the next day. He wished to discuss a topic so sensitive that he refused to set it to paper.


Security measures, Welch believed, were needed. He advised that if anyone asked the participants why they had come to Indiana, they should simply say they were there “on business.” He instructed them to book their own hotels to reduce the chance that they would be seen together in public. Still, Welch assured them, there was “nothing even remotely conspiratorial about this gathering.”1


Welch hoped to launch an organization that could educate the public about the communist conspiracy that allegedly was stripping Americans of their God-given freedoms. He and his allies hoped that if they exposed the threat, citizens would come to appreciate its multidimensional and existential character.


Eleven men ultimately joined Welch for the meeting. The invitees, Welch assured them, were “all A-1 men” who had “unshakable integrity, proved ability, and fervent patriotism.” Welch’s choice of venue, a Tudor-style home owned by Marguerite Dice, also proved shrewd. While not officially invited to the meeting, Dice was sympathetic to the cause at its center. As national vice-chair of the anticommunist Minute Women, Welch explained, she, too, evinced “fervent patriotism, guided by a sound sense of propriety unpierced by the ‘lunatic fringe,’” though what he meant by the last phrase wasn’t clear. In 1953 Dice had appeared on Edward R. Murrow’s CBS news program See It Now wearing a pillbox hat and wire-framed glasses, a study in middle-American rectitude. But her message was bracing. She declared that it would be a “travesty” to permit the American Civil Liberties Union to use the War Memorial Building in Indianapolis to establish a local chapter there. The ACLU’s “open and avowed purpose,” she warned, was “to overthrow our government by force and violence, as well as by infiltration.”2


The meeting organized by Welch went well. Between lengthy monologues detailing the nature of the communist threat, the men took time for lunch, coffee breaks, and snippets of conversation.3 They trusted Welch and generally shared his politics. Over the past decade, the eleven men had heard some of his lectures, seen his books and articles. Some knew him from when they had served together on the board of the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM). They liked him. His view of conditions in the United States aligned with theirs.


The men who had come to Indianapolis held what were widely regarded as extremist views while also appearing on the surface to be respectable participants in partisan politics and leaders of vital civic and government institutions. They subscribed to the notion that a communist plot posed an existential internal threat to the United States, a view that stood apart from the two-party system and was generally considered fringe. At the same time, they embraced pragmatism, negotiations, and institution building. It was a seeming contradiction that stood at the core of who they were. But holding the first mindset was not at odds with engagement in mainstream civic life.


In the context of mid-twentieth-century politics and culture, some Americans promulgated unconventional beliefs and yet inhabited esteemed institutions. The interpretation of the world held by the Birch Society’s founders marked them as lying outside the bounds of respectable discourse, but in fields ranging from manufacturing to architecture, the military to oil, these men had acquired positions of wealth, status, and respectability. They wielded knowledge and expertise to advance their institutions and navigate the precarities of their professions.


Though many Americans abhorred their belief system, the Birch founders still swam in the warm currents of a kind of centrist cultural life. Some of them led wholesome organizations such as the YMCA. Others delivered talks before equally mainstream institutions such as Rotary Clubs, churches, and synagogues. Some fundraised and campaigned for Republican candidates. In 1953 the Milwaukee Sentinel named one of them its “man of the year.” Several of the men had held leadership posts with NAM, and one of them had served in Eisenhower’s administration. They were rich, white, and almost uniformly Christian. They were still in their prime, colossi bestriding the world’s most dynamic economy. They had cause to celebrate the rules and arrangements that had undergirded their achievements. Looked at from one perspective, they could be considered charter members of the American establishment.4


Nonetheless, their conspiratorial politics clashed with any pragmatic tendencies they may have harbored. They scorned the democratic political system and the welfare state even as they benefited from them and felt at home in the mainstream of American life. The men who came to Indianapolis believed that wealthy business executives should lead the United States and that popular democratic representation could easily slip into mob rule, tyranny of the majority. This bent, a skepticism of democracy, functioned as an ideological bond, providing the men with purpose and a shared sense of defiance.


Their primary concern, while sitting in Dice’s living room sipping coffee, was not about their own livelihoods or fears for their own status or physical safety. Much as they worried that government obstruction of free enterprise threatened their businesses, what had brought them to Welch’s meeting was a common belief in a far greater danger. They feared that left-wing ideas had gripped US institutions and defiled American ideals, imperiling the capitalist system and the moral values they cherished. Against that backdrop, the dozen men, in spite of their wealth and power, felt abandoned. They had been exiled to the margins and saw themselves as heretics. Powerful elites had betrayed them time after time, in their judgment, and their frustration with the drift in society had been building over many decades. It was time for them to take their country back.


The attendees in Indiana shared ideological tenets and professional interests but also an interpretation of history. They believed that their conception of the real America—a nation defined by small government, maximum freedom, and a white, Christian populace—was receding into the past. They regarded the growth of government in the first half of the twentieth century, US participation in World Wars I and II, and the unrelenting expansion of welfare programs as steps toward living under communist rule. They shared a rage at what they considered a string of failures and deceptions that had brought the United States to its knees.


Their motivations for coming to Indianapolis, and their willingness to entertain Welch’s idea of forging a new kind of anticommunist movement, were rooted in similar impulses. Some of them had tried to find a home in the GOP but by 1958 had grown disillusioned in the party. This group included President Eisenhower’s former Internal Revenue commissioner T. Coleman Andrews, who was enraged by taxes—and racial integration. He had called for the abolition of the federal income tax, which, he once warned, was “conceived in class hatred” and “plays right into the hands of the communists,” and in 1956 he ran for president on a pro–Jim Crow platform as the candidate of the States’ Rights Party.5 Robert W. Stoddard, president of the Worcester, Massachusetts–based Wyman-Gordon Company, Ernest Swigert, head of Portland, Oregon’s Hyster Company, and Laurence E. Bunker, former personal aide to General Douglas MacArthur, had similarly served as leaders of major institutions, yet had accepted Welch’s invitation after concluding that the culture at large was rotting from within.


Half the men in the meeting were Midwesterners who combined marginal ideas with a knack for politics. Fred Koch, president of Rock Island Oil and Refining, promoted the notion of a communist conspiracy overrunning the United States and would become a zealous purveyor of anticommunist literature.6 Other Midwesterners embraced an uneasy mix of radical views on issues like labor unions and foreign affairs. W. B. McMillan served as president of the St. Louis–based Hussmann Refrigerator Co. and became a generous funder of Birch Society causes, while Milwaukee’s William J. Grede—the Sentinel’s “man of the year”—had led his state’s Republican Party, fundraised for Dwight Eisenhower, backed hard-right senators Robert Taft and Joseph McCarthy, and successfully fended off efforts to unionize his factories. Milwaukee architect Fitzhugh Scott helped found the Vail Ski Resort in Colorado. Revilo P. Oliver, the sole academic in the group, was a tenured professor of literature and classical languages at the University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana. He, too, toggled between seemingly reputable institutions and far-out ideas, contributing articles to William F. Buckley’s National Review while espousing antisemitic conspiracy theories in other forums.7


The lone Indiana-based member of this club, Louis Ruthenburg, was a retired president of Servel Inc., a manufacturer of gas refrigerators in Evansville. Like his fellow founders, he held radical views of dark conditions afflicting the United States while enjoying the status of leading major civic institutions valued within his community. He had served as president of the state’s chamber of commerce, a plum post. Still, he viewed politics and policy since World War II as a string of “suicidal” concessions to communist regimes and believed that the world’s most powerful nation was on the verge of annihilation. In Evansville, Ruthenburg announced in a speech in 1946 that “Communism against Americanism” was the quintessence of the struggle, and he later established a Council for Community Service to tutor neighbors in the evils of the conspiracy. Welch, he wrote after reading some of his articles, was “amazingly well informed and articulate in the area that had claimed my own interest for so many years,” and the two of them struck up a correspondence and became friends.8


The men who came to Indianapolis proved amenable to building a movement that would work outside the two-party system and whose main purpose would be to teach citizens about the scale and nature of the communist threat. They left the two-day listening session at Dice’s house determined to crusade on behalf of a righteous cause. As Welch outlined his program of education and direct anticommunist action, the men understood that he would be the brains behind the organization, while his cofounders would help fund it, find recruits, and give advice. In December 1958 the group resolved to build a new kind of movement, powered by an organization that they called the John Birch Society, naming it after the first American killed by Chinese communists, by the first shots fired in a holy war. Education, they concluded, would save Christianity, capitalism, and individual freedom from a vast communist conspiracy. Working together, they would rise, organize, smash communism, and save Americans from Armageddon.


Welch was the unquestioned leader of the dozen men who convened in Indiana. A blue-eyed, balding business owner living in a staid, wealthy Boston suburb, he would become America’s most visible right-wing extremist of the 1960s.


Born in 1899 on a farm in Chowan County, North Carolina, Welch came from a family of Baptist preachers and farmers. His father tilled the land while his mother, a former elementary school teacher, homeschooled Welch. He was a prodigy who seemed bound from an early age to do something special with his life. Later he claimed to have memorized long passages of classic poems, read Goethe’s entire body of work in the original German, dallied in mathematician Pierre de Fermat’s Last Theorem, and competed against several chess masters.


Welch’s early years foretold his conflicted stance toward revered American institutions. He graduated from the University of North Carolina at age sixteen and entered the Naval Academy hoping to see action in World War I. But when the war ended, he left the academy and took an altogether different path: Harvard Law School. Just six months before graduation, however, he dropped out. He had clashed in class with future Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter, whom he considered a Marxist, and bristled at the liberal confines of Harvard Yard.


Having abandoned careers in both the navy and law, Welch decided to go into business, launching a fudge-making company in Cambridge, Massachusetts. When he became mired in debt during the Great Depression, his company folded, and he joined his brother’s already established candy-making business, the James O. Welch Company, as a sales manager. He spent decades selling Pom Poms and helped turn the company into a multimillion-dollar operation. “Bob Welch was one hell of a marketing man in the candy business,” a Birch Society colleague recalled. Welch became rich, soured on the New Deal, and developed a hatred of federal business regulations such as price controls.9


Welch looked to history to find the roots of the problem. He pinned the blame on Woodrow Wilson’s progressive agenda, which he believed had put “this nation on its present road to totalitarianism.” He fingered federal agencies, global financiers, and elite-run international institutions such as the Council on Foreign Relations as “the insiders” that were conspiring to destroy the nation’s founding virtues of free enterprise and citizens’ liberty.


The New Deal further disillusioned Welch toward the dominant trends in American politics. In an unpublished article written in the 1930s, he warned that the unchecked growth of federal power marked the passing of “the glory that is… the America that I was born in” and lamented that “my America is being made over into a carbon copy of thousands of despotisms that have gone before.”10


He began to write books. His first, The Road to Salesmanship, published in 1941, offered primers on the art of the sale and broadsides against federal intrusions into private commerce. Invoking the late-nineteenth-century utopian novel Looking Backward, by Edward Bellamy, Welch cautioned that “paternal government” sought to satisfy all human needs but ultimately would lead the nation to evisceration of the “profit motive.” He maintained that Karl Marx’s “hazy conceptions of a government which provides everything for its citizens, and which would leave no room nor occasion for competing creators and competing organizers to try to sell their wares to the public” were on the ascent. “Such conceptions,” he added, “have become the mirage towards which super-liberals, misguided zealots, and hypocritical self-seeking demagogues alike, have tried to steer our course.”11


Welch viewed World War I as an abject blunder that had aided Russia’s communists and wasted America’s resources, and the outbreak of a second war in Europe, in 1939, only confirmed his distaste for any kind of US immersion in the folly of European conflict. Led by antisemitic aviator Charles Lindbergh, the America First Committee recruited hundreds of thousands of Americans to lobby on behalf of keeping the United States out of the war. Passionately antiwar, Welch took a relatively benign view of Adolf Hitler, opposed any alliance with Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union, feared that a wartime government would inevitably drift toward tyranny, and believed the Franklin D. Roosevelt administration was using totalitarian tactics to suppress antiwar dissent. Like other prominent future members of the John Birch Society, Welch joined America First. He also praised Lindbergh’s leadership and allied himself with those “who had known anti-Semitic tendencies or were suspected of being sympathetic to Nazi Germany,” his biographer Edward Miller writes. Anti-interventionism became a touchstone of his orientation toward America’s place in the world.12


To Welch’s thinking, America’s victory in World War II more closely resembled an epic setback and malevolent capitulation, and the Cold War only deepened Welch’s radicalism. Truman’s expansion of the welfare state was destroying the individualistic ethic that had once made the United States a beacon of freedom, he concluded. Caught up in the anticommunist tide washing over postwar politics, Welch used his status as a successful candy executive to give public talks on the Red Menace. On visits to England in the late 1940s, he recoiled at the “state socialism” he saw there and upon his return cautioned American audiences against “let[ting] ourselves be infected by such diseases… as socialism and communism and other ideological cancers.”


As Welch’s anticommunist fervor intensified, his wealth and public profile grew. Political candidates in Massachusetts began to solicit his endorsement. He delivered rousing speeches and recruited volunteers to aid his chosen candidates. In 1950 Welch ran for lieutenant governor of Massachusetts as a Republican, his lone try for elective office. He remarked that socialists were already testing their ideas in Massachusetts, a laboratory soon to spread to the rest of the country. “The forces on the socialist side amount to a vast conspiracy to change our political and economic system,” he warned shortly before Election Day. He finished a distant second. His conspiratorial bent intensified, and his aching sense of grievance and betrayal by “the establishment” began to harden, spurring him to speak out and write more. Although he never fully renounced electoral politics, he soon abandoned hope that the GOP could be saved from the clutches of socialism. When the Republican establishment denied his bid to become a delegate to the 1952 national convention and then handed the presidential nomination not to Senator Robert Taft but to the moderate Dwight Eisenhower, Welch decried “the dirtiest deal in American political history.”13


The string of military setbacks in Asia concerned him greatly and solidified his conviction that communists were pulling the strings of US foreign policy. From the “loss of China” to the stalemate in Korea to Truman’s decision to fire General Douglas MacArthur, the failures in the Pacific were as unthinkable and distressing as they were acute. Welch was hardly alone in his increasingly hard-line views. He joined senators such as Joe McCarthy, John Bricker, and William Knowland, and other anticommunist leaders such as Alfred Kolhberg and General A. C. Wedemeyer, in concluding that government officials were to blame for the string of debacles in the Far East. “Either consciously or unwittingly,” the State Department had conceded China to Mao Tse-Tung, one dogged anticommunist charged.14 Former president Herbert Hoover warned that recognizing the Chinese government would turn its US-based consulates into “nests of communist conspiracies.” Knowland assailed “the appeasement clique in New York and Washington” that clamored for China’s admission to the United Nations.15


Welch had the mindset of a crusader. He sought to open people’s eyes to the forces that sought “the destruction of our own liberty,” as the New York Times characterized one of his early arguments. “That there are more communists and communist sympathizers in our government today than ever before seems to me almost a certainty,” Welch declared. Yet Welch was no Don Quixote tilting his lance at windmills. Taking advantage of his social connections to men of wealth and power, he produced a string of hard-hitting and high-profile articles, letters, books, and lectures. After persuading conservative publisher Henry Regnery to publish a thirty-thousand-word letter he had written as a short book, May God Forgive Us, in 1952, he formed the American Mailing Committee to urge potential readers to buy the book and learn from its revelations. Based in Belmont, the nonprofit, volunteer-led committee relied on outside contributions as it sought “to enlighten our fellow citizens concerning socialism and Communism.” Welch enlisted conservative notables such as libertarian economist Ludwig von Mises and oil magnate J. Howard Pew to endorse books that promoted limited government and “traditional” values. His committee sent a thousand copies of future Bircher Leonard Read’s Government: An Ideal Concept (a “little masterpiece,” Welch called it) to select figures in the business world and directors of chambers of commerce across the country, to promote “thinking about the fundamental principles of government.”16 He would draw on these experiences when he set up the Birch Society later in the decade.


At least one mainstream reviewer appeared unimpressed with Welch’s book. A New York Times book critic summed it up as a “savage indictment” of US foreign policy as a communist plot. “The trouble with this oversimplified thesis,” the critic wrote, “is that it takes no account of human fallibility and the possibility of honest, if lamentable, mistakes.”17


Even so, Welch’s writings and lectures made him a rising star on the anticommunist right. Adherents flocked to his cause, enticed by his way of articulating the heart of the matter. “Either the chains of Communist slavery will be thrown off by that third of the peoples of the world who are now enslaved,” he told the New Hampshire Federation of Women’s Clubs in 1953, “or we ourselves in time will be shackled with them.”18


Around the time Welch published May God Forgive Us, his friend Bill Knowland, a US senator from California, learned about a man named John Birch, a twenty-seven-year-old Baptist missionary and army intelligence officer who was killed by Mao’s communist forces in 1945, ten days after V-J Day, which celebrated the Allied victory over Japan in World War II. Knowland obtained classified files on the circumstances surrounding Birch’s death and gave Welch access to the documents.


Birch’s life and death resonated with Welch. Both men were Southern evangelicals, and Birch’s virtues and suffering offered the kind of Manichaean tale that moved Welch to action. Birch seemed an almost Christlike figure whose sacrifice could lead Americans out of the darkness and help them recognize and escape the evil conspiring to snuff out their lives and their freedoms. If Welch could publicize Birch’s martyrdom, he could alert his countrymen to the awful truth. Welch decided to write a short biography of Birch to distill “the difference between the civilization for which he gave his life and the pseudo-civilization by which he was murdered.” As the society later explained, Birch’s “heroism, accomplishments and nobility of character made him a legend which the Communists could not allow to live.”19


The Life of John Birch, published in 1954, depicts Birch as the first victim of the Cold War. The initial murderous shots were fired by ruthless enemies in a war to the death that continued to rage with no end in sight. But Welch was convinced that Mao’s communist forces weren’t the only ones culpable for the murder of a patriot. The crime, he asserted without citing any real evidence, had been hidden by State Department officials sympathetic to Mao’s regime. Welch’s conspiratorial understanding of American life had escalated, and he now concluded that the true allegiance of some of America’s leaders was to the Communist Party, not to the Constitution. They had sworn a solemn oath to defend the United States against all enemies, but their actions demonstrated that this oath was a fraud. Communists pulled the strings. The murder of Birch was a heinous crime. The cover-up was worse.


Another influence pushing Welch and his colleagues toward the meeting in Indianapolis was their anticommunist activism as board members of the National Association of Manufacturers, the nation’s most influential proindustry lobbying group. Welch’s time on NAM’s board during the 1950s added to his stature and enabled him to find a home with like-minded ultraconservatives. The organization supplied a “shock troop brigade” of the nation’s industrialists, in the words of one scholar, and gave several of the Birch Society founders the connections and wherewithal to forge their political movement.20 It incubated some of the policies and style that would animate Birchism, as historians such as Kim Philips-Fein and Jennifer Delton have shown. Although NAM’s staff preferred probusiness pragmatism to the hard-liner brand of antistatism, some of NAM’s leaders embraced a conspiratorial view of the New Deal and regarded taxes, unions, and welfare programs as inimical to the nation’s heritage. The board members who later established the Birch Society—Swigert, Grede, Stoddard, Koch, Robert Gaylord, and Cola Parker—absorbed the anticollectivist ideas promulgated by libertarian economists Friedrich Hayek and Ludwig von Mises, and sought to sway public opinion in favor of rolling back federal regulations on private enterprise.


NAM’s hard-liners also worked to ply their ideas through Leonard Read’s Foundation for Economic Education, Robert LeFevre’s Colorado-based libertarian Freedom School, and Notre Dame Law School dean Clarence Manion’s radio program, where he espoused proisolationist, anti–New Deal opinions. The hard-liners tended to be leaders of relatively large firms (with more than two thousand employees) that manufactured heavy machinery and industrial items: Grede’s firms produced iron and steel and farm tractors; Koch produced oil; Parker manufactured Kleenex and other paper products; Stoddard’s factories made aircraft engines and missile parts. Three of the early Birch Society leaders served as president of NAM’s board—Grede (1952), Parker (1956), and Swigert (1957). Together, they helped birth a burgeoning world of far-right mobilization, coupling extreme ideas with a mainstream sensibility, fighting to liberate Americans, as one NAM memo put it, “from regimentation and exploitation by government or any group” and to defend “high moral principles based on religious convictions.”21 Many of them had close ties to Grede, who inspired the others with his successful efforts to thwart unionization on his factory floors.


NAM’s extremists spent time in the trenches in the early and mid-1950s, which prepared them for the battles they would later wage in the John Birch Society. They opposed the liberal college graduates on the staff of NAM and the business-executive members who were willing to come to terms with a kind of New Deal moral capitalism that afforded some protections and rights to workers, the aged, and other vulnerable citizens. Grede, Welch, and the others fought against NAM’s endorsement of unemployment insurance and the minimum wage and opposed any negotiations with unions and calls by NAM to lower tariffs. Grede excoriated some of NAM’s largest corporate members for bending to “what is popular with the public.” Critics denounced the ultraconservatives’ “reactionary and rigid ideas” and “feudal and futile pronouncements,” foreshadowing the attacks they would endure after launching the society.


These political clashes taught some of the Birch founders the value of political organizing and reinforced the importance of alternative media channels for speaking directly to potential converts. They gave the NAM hard-liners a taste for political combat, presaging the battles that would come later. American Motors Corporation president George Romney, for example, pulled his company out of NAM due to a “fundamental disagreement” with some of NAM’s hard-right antiworker policies. The future Birch leaders developed a feel for who sided with them and how to handle the George Romneys of the world.


Welch spent seven years on NAM’s board, including three as a regional vice president and one as chairman of its education committee. Education—a key to the Birch Society’s activism—was also a centerpiece of the hard-liners’ approach, and the future Birch leaders often served on NAM committees that focused on education, communications, and public relations. These ultraconservatives found ideological kin in conservative housewives who banded together in places such as Pasadena, California, to oppose local school desegregation and reject progressive teaching. Welch urged his NAM allies to lobby universities and colleges to adopt an economics textbook that he thought espoused the conservative viewpoint, and he suggested that parents had a right to stop teachers from indoctrinating children in what he called a “style of socialism.”22


NAM ultimately enabled the future Birch founders to combine their shared contempt for unions, communists, liberals, and the mainstream news media into a cohesive anticommunist philosophy with pro-free-market undertones. The founders’ penchant for conspiratorial thinking coexisted with their faith in commerce, and Welch used his perch with the manufacturers to lay the groundwork for what became the Birch Society’s political achievements.23


NAM also gave Welch entree to the wider world. On trips overseas, he met with political and military leaders who offered affirmation of his worldview: the conspiracy had numerous tentacles, it extended throughout Asia, and only true anticommunists could save civilization.24


On Tuesday, August 9, 1955, Welch boarded a Pan American flight in Seattle that stopped in Honolulu and landed in Tokyo at noon on Thursday. His friends at NAM had set him up with his own chauffer, interpreter, and touring car (provided by the president of the Nagoya Sugar Refining Company, in Tokyo) and arranged an itinerary fit for a head of state. There was dinner with China’s ambassador to Japan; golf with the Philippines’ minister to South Korea; a nearly hour-long conversation with South Korean premier Syngman Rhee at Seoul’s “White House”; a seat on the dais where Rhee addressed ten thousand South Korean troops; dinner with Japanese notables (“For the first time in my life… I successfully manipulated chopsticks”); and audiences with Chiang Kai-shek and Madam Chiang in Taipei. Taiwan’s minister of education informed Welch that May God Forgive Us had been translated into Mandarin and named to the ministry’s recommended reading list to promote “Citizens’ Fundamental Education.”


Welch spent a day with a distant relative, an army master sergeant “who comes from my corner of North Carolina,” and he was thrilled to give “a short speech” to Madam Chiang’s Anti-Aggression League and to run “into any number of people who had known John Birch personally.”


As exciting as these meetings were, Welch’s discomfort with conditions in Asia surfaced during the trip. Korea’s situation, he railed, “is frustrating and pathetic.” America’s policies—presumably its failure to overthrow North Korea’s communist regime—“are a disgrace.” And “it is only the genius, the courage, and the determination of Syngman Rhee, supported by the almost universal reverence in which he is held by the Korean people, which has kept the Republic of Korea alive.”25


NAM also afforded Welch the opportunity to deepen his friendships with fervid anticommunists and sharpen his oratorical skills. Just as Ronald Reagan developed his “Speech” (his paean to free enterprise and critique of top-down, communist-controlled societies) during his years-long tour for General Electric in the 1950s, Welch honed his message and his presentation during his time on the stump with NAM.26 Shortly after his Asia tour, in Hot Springs, Arkansas, he delivered a talk to NAM colleagues that pricked the conscience of a fellow board member. After listening to Welch, F. E. Masland Jr., who had what he called “the crusading urge,” decided that the speech was “an offensive action in our battle to defend the Free Enterprise System” that “should be heard by millions of people from coast to coast.” Masland urged Welch to take a sabbatical from his business and tour the United States. Although Masland wasn’t rich, he promised to contribute $1,000 to a tour should Welch undertake one. Several other NAM members were already developing programs to put Welch before audiences across the country, and NAM president Bill Grede said he would raise the idea of a Welch speaking tour with NAM’s leaders in the coming weeks.27


Welch’s time with the manufacturers planted seeds that would later bear fruit with the founding of the John Birch Society. Losing interest in the candy business, Welch was forming unshakable bonds with like-minded businessmen and immersing himself more fully in political affairs. He marshaled his skills as a marketer and pamphleteer to burnish his image as an anticommunist visionary speaking impolite truths to America’s sleepwalking political establishment. He sharpened his conspiracy theories, notions that were also deeply rooted in the history and culture of American life, which Welch had a special talent for exploiting.


Such ideas had existed in the hothouse of US politics since the founding of the republic. They were endemic to the United States, and the nation’s freewheeling culture created ideal conditions to host and sustain them. Typically the plots involved fears of immigrants—foreigners settling in the United States with alien values and alien allegiances—infusing politics with a sinister hue. These outsiders, conspiracy theorists claimed, sought to subvert Christianity and twist the Constitution to serve the goals of foreign powers. Eighteenth-century Americans fretted that the Illuminati, a German secret society promoting Enlightenment ideals, would seize control of the government. Catholics in the nineteenth century came under attack for alleged obeisance to the pope rather than to the Constitution. With the nation’s democracy perceived as brittle and vulnerable, Americans have entertained the idea of plots to overthrow the government; as historian David Brion Davis has observed, “Americans have been curiously obsessed with the contingency of their experiment with freedom.”28


In a nation that has tended to elevate individual rights above the common good, fears that these freedoms would be abridged by shady, un-American forces have found enduring appeal. The federal government itself has drawn suspicion, serving as a vector of all kinds of conspiratorial plots allegedly hatched to trample the people’s rights and distort the popular will beyond recognition. As the welfare state and wartime governments harvested more power in the twentieth century, the federal leviathan at times engaged in actual conspiracies. These genuine abuses have lent plausibility to baseless claims of conspiracy theorists, as historian Kathryn Olmsted has argued. During World War I, the federal government conspired to harass and jail dissidents, and during the Cold War a sprawling, clandestine network of CIA operatives and National Security Agency spies plotted against foreign governments without informing the American public, in whose name they worked. The FBI also (illegally) spied on civil rights workers and antiwar activists. The periodic exposure of the vast apparatus of security and surveillance has intensified perceptions of an out-of-control state capable of numerous hidden abasements and invasions of privacy.


Welch functioned in a Cold War context suited to the spread of conspiratorial thinking. Mind-bending real-world developments, such as the invention of atomic and hydrogen bombs and their acquisition by the USSR, deepened the notion that what was once unthinkable had actually transpired. Unnamed officials armed with scientific and technological marvels had now acquired weapons of unfathomable destructive power. The existence of a handful of actual Soviet spies in the federal government, such as Alger Hiss and Julius Rosenberg, lent an aura of legitimacy to claims that subversives had penetrated deep into US agencies.29 Such conditions made conspiracies involving government plots appear believable even to those without a conspiratorial bent. Movies like The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) and TV shows like The Twilight Zone (1959–1964) depicted a world of surrealism—involving fourth dimensions and aliens from outer space—where reality and science fiction merged.


Then there were the political and publishing incentives that aligned with the promulgation of conspiracy theories. Welch and his allies, such as Regnery, recognized that alternative modes of communication—whether books, magazines, or recordings beyond the reach of established mass media—could circumvent mainstream news outlets and provide forums for a set of ideas that were resistant to fact checks. Individuals in possession of funds, savvy, and the right bombshell messaging had an opportunity to persuade thousands of people that their version of events was actually the truth, even if it wasn’t. And for some, there was money to be made on misinformation—the more sensational, the better.30


Welch gravitated to conspiracy theories in part because they explained trends and setbacks—at home and abroad—with tales of apocalyptic battles that set righteous believers against evil infidels, Christian civilization against godless communism.31 Welch’s conspiratorial stance was also grounded in a view that cliques and minority factions could corrode individual rights and tarnish institutions. They could manipulate a somnolent public unaware of the evil.


Even as a board member of the National Association of Manufacturers, Welch distrusted factional politics, complaining that although some board members wished to see reductions in tariffs, the problem with the policy-making process ran deep. Individuals and small groups, he charged, believed “in their own infallibility,” and this small number of “self-appointed infallibles” used aggression and wiles to exploit “the usual lethargic attitude of an unperturbed majority.” Thus, on the question of tariffs and trade, a tiny unrepresentative elite imposed their antimajoritarian views on the entire organization. This cabal pushed down on “a small lever to activate a larger lever which operates a still larger lever until certain views are established, with the appearance of great prestige, that never did have majority support anywhere along the line except in the first very small group that started the steamroller on its way.” It was part of a pattern. “Over recent years we have seen many illustrations of great organizations being thus beguiled into at least ostensible support of positions which a vast majority of the individuals in those organizations did not really approve,” he warned, expressing his suspicion of elite misrule. “I, for one, do not want to see the NAM used in any such fashion by any person or group, no matter how sure they may be of their righteousness, nor how noble their intentions.”32


In his analysis of the Cold War, Welch armed himself with a counternarrative to rebuff official explanations of how communism had made so many inroads. Incompetence alone did not, could not, suffice as an explanation. The truth had to lie in the corridors of American power. Communists were in the driver’s seat. They were the authors of the nation’s downfall. And this “cabal” was manipulating the majority of the American people, who went about their lives unaware of the evil in their midst.


Ultimately, conspiracy theories that government was rife with communist agents had practical appeal. They became metaphors for what Welch and his followers believed to be a long arc of American decline; their genius lay in their shape-shifting adaptability to almost any issue. Welch’s conspiracy theories narrated the toppling of a great nation, the crushing of radical individualism by false idols, and they encompassed the free market, religion, education, and sovereignty. Sticking the communist label on an opponent enabled him to cast people and ideas as poison to the Constitution.


In 1956, Welch’s second-to-last year on NAM’s board, he decided to retire from business and commit himself to political organizing full time. He had been moving toward a decision like this for years. Involved in a feud at work with his brother James, who owned the company, he also felt disrespected and underappreciated. Welch had made enough money to provide a comfortable life for his family and wished to find more meaning in his work than the candy business provided. And it was a natural leap for him to retire during Eisenhower’s presidency, when the GOP seemed hopeless (even as he nursed dreams of running for Congress).33


It was retirement in name only. Welch stepped up his speechmaking and letter writing and tapped his network of ultraconservative allies, encouraging friends such as Grede, Parker, and Wedemeyer to serve on the editorial advisory board of a new magazine he wished to publish: One Man’s Opinion, an outlet for his anticommunist beliefs. “There is only one thing which the Kremlin really fears today,” he wrote in his recruitment letter to potential donors. “That is, having the American people learn the truth about the nature, the methods, and the frightening progress of the world-wide Communist conspiracy.” Welch’s requests for help from his allies generated so many positive responses that he called his campaign “the most encouraging and rewarding experience in my life so far. It is wonderful to have such friends.”34


By late June, twenty-nine men, roughly half of them leaders in heavy industries, had joined the advisory board. The other members were some combination of army officers, lawyers, and authors. Their us-against-the-world mindset was in tension with their deep roots in their communities and their secure status in the upper echelons of American life. As Welch observed in a letter to board members, the men were at the top of their professions, undisputed leaders of businesses and industrial associations who performed good works “on various charitable, educational, and public-service boards and committees.” His allies were equally active in battling on behalf of what he called “basic Americanism against the socialist steamroller.” And Welch conferred a special name on those who were “devoting all or a major part” of their lives “to anti-collectivist activities”: he called them “God’s Angry Men!” For all their material achievements, these men were raging against the course of human events, rallying to stop the country’s slide further down the path to autocracy.35


This network proved crucial to the formation and growth of the John Birch Society. Of the eleven men besides Welch who attended the founding meeting in Indianapolis, five of them had served on his editorial advisory board. Of the twenty-nine on the board, more than half ultimately became members of or contributors to the society. The network also gave Welch a sympathetic forum to air his theories about the nefarious forces that were ruinous to late-fifties America. Welch sent many of the men copies of a private letter that he had first written in 1954 to his circle of friends. In it he described Eisenhower as a “dedicated, conscious agent of the communist conspiracy.” He later published the letter as a book and called it The Politician. On September 29, 1958, three months prior to the Indianapolis meeting, he sent an “extremely confidential” copy of his book-length missive to T. Coleman Andrews via first-class mail. Urging Andrews to “safeguard the document,” Welch promised that “even so well informed a man as yourself” would learn about new aspects of “the conspiracy which we face.” Handling the manuscript required “extreme precautions,” he instructed Seattle’s J. W. Clise a few months later. Welch didn’t fear for his own safety but rather “that having the manuscript get into the wrong hands at the present time” could undermine the anticommunist cause in unspecified ways.36


By the time he stepped foot in Dice’s home in December of that year, Welch had been preparing for the moment for the better part of a decade. He had studied world history, witnessed the fallacies of Marxist economics in Europe, unearthed what he considered communist inroads at home and overseas, befriended the anticommunist leaders of East Asia, and road-tested parts of his conspiratorial message to audiences far and wide.


Welch’s vision for the John Birch Society was informed in part by his personal grandiosity. But he also earnestly believed that Armageddon was closing in on the United States. His remarks in Indianapolis juxtaposed formalities with alarmist words and ideas. He began by welcoming the men to Dice’s home and thanked them for taking time from their busy schedules. He assured the men that they would be part of “a movement of historical importance” and told them that he was “now spending my whole life spreading bad news, every day, everywhere I can.” With a nod to Ralph Waldo Emerson (each mind must “make its choice between truth and repose”), he promised to share a “truth which may shatter a lot of the comfort you already feel.”37


He would give this talk an estimated twenty-eight times over the next two years. But in Indianapolis on December 9, when the men agreed to establish the John Birch Society, most Americans had not yet heard of its namesake, or of Welch. They had yet to discover what Welch later called “the shape and color of my horns.” They would see them soon enough.38
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Chapter 2



“SOME RATHER FRIGHTENING ASPECTS”


In May 1959, six months after the John Birch Society was born, Herbert Philbrick walked into an apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan to attend a recruitment meeting. Welch had convened the meeting, and Philbrick joined twenty or so other guests who shared wealth, status, and a conviction that communists posed a grave internal threat to the United States. Among them was Spruille Braden, the former US ambassador to Cuba, Colombia, and Argentina, who had seen communists gain ground in Latin America and now wished to stop their attacks within the United States.1 Also in the room was lawyer and insurance executive Merwin Hart, who admired Spain’s Francisco Franco for his anticommunism and later became the society’s first chapter leader in New York City. Talk-radio kingpin Dan Smoot was present as well, having won notoriety for railing at supposed plots to fluoridate the water supply and poison Americans.2


Even in this group, Philbrick arguably had the most sterling hard-line credentials of all. An ex-communist turned FBI informant, he had written extensively about the threat in his syndicated newspaper column and in his memoir, I Led Three Lives. In the 1950s he had become famous after a hit TV series based on his life portrayed him as a hero.


Tension filled the air. Though Philbrick had been a personal acquaintance of Welch’s since his time working in advertising in Boston during the Great Depression, the “cloak and dagger atmosphere” of this meeting set him on edge. Each guest had been forced to undergo a security screening, and that type of vetting for a small, private gathering of like-minded people rankled him.3 Philbrick tried to open the apartment’s front door from inside, but someone had locked it from the outside. Freeman magazine editor Ed Opitz joked, “We must be a captive audience!” Philbrick wasn’t amused.


The gathering was representative of how many of the early recruitment meetings proceeded. Welch led the sessions, and over one, sometimes two, days he delivered a version of the talk nearly identical to what the founders had heard at the meeting in Indianapolis. The lecture Welch gave to the assembled guests in host Harry King’s home started out fine from Philbrick’s perspective. The first part, on the communist threat around the globe, painted “a rather well-done picture,” Philbrick reported. But the last tranche, in which Welch highlighted his vision for the Birch Society, featured “some rather frightening aspects” that unnerved the ex-spy. Welch had announced that the society would require “a tough dictatorial boss” to lead it. This boss would order his soldiers to pick up their “clubs” and “clobber” anyone who “tried to breach the wall.” He charged that US officials were guilty of “treason.”


Philbrick was far from soft on communism, but the tactics the new society was contemplating gave him pause. Based on Welch’s remarks, he concluded that the movement was probably going to “take action outside of the law” and attract “extreme radicals.” Welch’s demonization of opponents and intimations of violence echoed “the appeal made by Adolph [sic] Hitler to the German people” in the 1930s. Philbrick put his concerns to paper and submitted a memo to the FBI.


His fears didn’t come out of nowhere. The far right had long tarred opponents as “pink” and used violent means to suppress the left and its perceived enablers. During World War I prowar vigilante leagues had beaten draft resisters, and in the following decade the KKK and its allies had terrorized immigrants, Catholics, Jews, Blacks, and progressive educators. In the 1950s massive resistance to civil rights had accelerated as white mobs used bats, fists, and rocks to assail nonviolent activists across the Deep South. Those tactics were facts of life in the United States, but in the aftermath of World War II they evoked the specter of fascism for some Americans, including Philbrick.


Despite Philbrick’s belief in the evils of communism, there were some steps he refused to take, some lines that he implied were just not crossable. He rebuffed invitations to join the society in the months following the meeting. He even reported on its activities to the FBI. In the end, however, he decided to support the society’s agenda. He provided recommendations to Welch, using his connections to aid with recruitment, on the grounds that his enemies, communists, were far deadlier than those in his own ranks who might harbor authoritarian aspirations.


Like Philbrick, most of the elite group in the New York City apartment who heard Welch’s pitch ultimately signed on as members or provided other kinds of assistance, like endorsements. Such high-powered men became the backbone of the early Birchers. They didn’t find Welch’s lecture frightening. They found it exhilarating, and their association with the movement gave them hope—for American politics, for the anticommunist cause, and for a future in which they fought for freedom.4


The late fifties was a good time to launch a hard-line anticommunist movement in the United States. By then, Welch’s allies felt, they had become trapped in a particularly brutish episode of The Twilight Zone. Heroes like Joe McCarthy and Bob Taft were almost all dead or out of power, and the GOP seemed irredeemably liberal in its politics and policies. Where could they turn? Abject betrayals on the home front had piled up since the New Deal, they fretted, while debacles abroad—the loss of Hungary, stalemate in Korea, the launch of Sputnik—demonstrated a litany of failure. Communists reigned from Cuba to China and in their eyes were making inroads on America’s college campuses and in other institutions in the United States. Hope was hard to keep alive.
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