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A Note on Sources



THE LAST HONEST MAN is the product of hundreds of interviews with former Church Committee members and staffers, former intelligence officials, Church family members and friends, and many others knowledgeable about Frank Church and the Church Committee. The book also relies on thousands of pages of recently declassified documents, unpublished personal letters, notes and memoirs, as well as other materials, including some quite sensitive that have never before been reviewed by authors or other outsiders, all of which shed light on Frank Church and the Church Committee.













Prologue



“Senator Cathedral”


“HAVE YOU BROUGHT with you some of those devices which would have enabled the CIA to use this poison for killing people?” Senator Frank Church, dressed in a dark brown suit with a color-splashed designer tie, stares out into the Senate Caucus Room and, employing the precise diction that is his trademark, questions William Colby, the director of the Central Intelligence Agency.


It is September 16, 1975, and the first public hearing of the Church Committee has just begun. The history-drenched Senate Caucus Room in the Russell Senate Office Building, where the Senate Watergate Committee had previously held its hearings and where John Kennedy and Robert Kennedy had both announced their presidential campaigns, is buzzing. Committee staffers crowd into seats just behind the senators sitting along the long dais at one end of the room, while reporters covering the hearing huddle together at a press table within arm’s length of Colby and the witness table. The television lights are so bright that some committee staffers and reporters are wearing sunglasses.


The subject of the hearing is an investigation into why the CIA secretly stored a cache of lethal shellfish toxin for use in assassinations despite a presidential order to destroy it. Church has just asked Colby to show him what kind of weapon a CIA assassin would use to fire the toxin at a victim.


“We have indeed,” replies Colby, staring unsmilingly right back at Church from behind his glasses, carefully combed hair, and light tailored suit. Colby sits up straight at the witness table, looking unbearably WASPish while trying to ignore the reporters and photographers crowding around him.


Mitchell Rogovin, a dark-haired, left-leaning civil liberties lawyer hired by Colby to be a special counsel to the CIA specifically to deal with the Democratic-controlled Church Committee, takes out a strangely designed, battery-operated pistol, shaped like a .45 handgun with a large sight attached atop its barrel. He walks up to the dais and lays the gun in front of Church.


“Don’t point it at me,” Church jokes to Rogovin.


Church reaches across the wide table for it, but can’t quite get it.


“I wonder if…” Church asks, his voice trailing off.


F. A. O. “Fritz” Schwarz, the Church Committee’s chief counsel, wearing a gray-green suit and sitting to the right of Church, realizes Church wants him to get the gun, and quietly asks Rogovin to push it his way. “Mitch, could you roll it over a little bit?” Rogovin slides the pistol across the table to Schwarz, along with the dart that is fired by the gun. Schwarz then picks up the gun and dart and hands them to Church.
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Senator Frank Church holds up a CIA dart gun at the beginning of the Church Committee’s first public hearing in September 1975. Beside Church is Senator John Tower of Texas, the top Republican on the Church Committee.








Church holds up the gun in his left hand, pointing it toward the ceiling, his finger off the trigger. John Tower, the committee’s ranking Republican, sitting on Church’s left, stares at the gun as Church holds it aloft. News photographers, kneeling just in front of the committee dais, quickly go to work, taking shot after shot of Church holding up the dart gun.


The next day, the photograph of Frank Church holding up the dart gun is splashed across the front pages of newspapers throughout the United States. The photo becomes the iconic image of the Church Committee. It is the image of Frank Church that history remembers.
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In September 1975, Frank Church was taking his star turn.


After months of intense investigative legwork, closed hearings, fights with the White House, internal committee politicking, and overwhelming press attention—all on a $2.25 million budget—the Church Committee was finally going public. Over three days in mid-September, the Church Committee, which was conducting the first major congressional investigation into decades of abuses committed by the CIA, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the National Security Agency, and the rest of the United States intelligence community, was holding its first public hearings, in between two assassination attempts on President Ford, the arrest of Patricia Hearst, and the premiere of Three Days of the Condor, a dark Robert Redford movie featuring rogue hit men inside the CIA.


The hearings showcased the two sides of Frank Church: the ambitious, publicity-seeking politician yearning for acceptance in Washington—the Frank Church who knew that holding up the dart gun would generate buzz and headlines—and the radicalized outsider who hated the Washington establishment, the Frank Church who despised the American imperialism represented by a spy agency prepared to kill foreign leaders with toxin-filled darts. Days before the public hearings began, Church offered a preview with a jeremiad against the rise of American militarism, which he believed had enabled the intelligence community’s abuses that he was investigating, and which he now was convinced threatened to lead to dictatorship.


“I think perhaps our addiction to war in the last thirty years has had something to do with [CIA abuses],” Church said in an appearance before the Women’s National Democratic Club on September 8, 1975. “We’ve engaged in more active warfare than any other nation in the world, and that has a certain brutalizing effect.”


Yet despite Church’s deeply felt need to overturn the status quo in Washington’s national security establishment, his hunger for acceptance and headlines was never far away. After the first public hearing, Church privately told his aide Loch Johnson how pleased he was with the publicity garnered by the dart gun. Church thought that “displaying the exotic weapon provided a bit of drama that the committee needed to focus attention on the need for intelligence reform,” recalled Johnson.


Before the hearing, by contrast, CIA director Colby had recognized that the dart gun could be a potential public relations disaster for the Agency, and had resisted Church’s demands that he bring it with him when he testified. Church Committee staffer Paul Michel was assigned to force the CIA to bring it. Michel told Sayre Stevens, a top Colby aide, that “we wanted the dart gun at the hearing,” Michel recalled in an interview. “Stephens and the other officials at the CIA were not happy about that at all. I told them that when director Colby comes [to the committee hearing], the gun comes too. The gun will be subpoenaed if you don’t.”


Colby relented. He later credited Rogovin for grabbing the dart gun and passing it to Church, so that “I, as the director of the CIA, wasn’t photographed holding the weapon.”


The press covering the Church Committee saw only this publicity-seeking side of Frank Church. They never recognized his radical side—probably because most reporters didn’t listen or pay attention to what he actually said during his speeches and other public remarks. That helped create a media narrative that sought to dismiss the Church Committee’s public hearings as nothing more than a platform for Frank Church’s long-rumored presidential bid.


Yet gradually, as the public hearings continued from September until they finished in December, the scale of the illegal activities and abuses of the intelligence community came into greater focus, even as the questions about the political purposes behind the Church Committee never really went away.


The public hearings forced officials from the CIA—and from the FBI, the NSA, and other agencies—to go on the record about past abuses in ways they never had before. In the process, the hearings provided an unprecedented forum for a national debate on the proper limits of the power of the government’s dark side, which for decades had undergone uncontrolled growth with little outside scrutiny. The hearings would also prove to be the high-water mark of Frank Church’s career.
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The year 1975 brought America the first summer movie blockbuster, Jaws; the disappearance of Jimmy Hoffa, the former Teamsters leader who had crossed the Mafia; and the release of Bruce Springsteen’s breakthrough album, Born to Run. Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese at the end of April, disco was heating up, and in America it felt like the 1960s were finally over.


It was also the year of Frank Church.


During 1975, Frank Church, like an American Cicero, offered the United States a brief glimpse of what it would be like to turn away from its imperialistic ambitions, which had darkly surfaced during the Cold War, and return to its roots as a republic.


Church had briefly gained fame before; the Democratic senator from Idaho had led the congressional opposition to the long and grinding war in Vietnam. But 1975 was the moment he became a cultural icon.


In 1975, Frank Church was the chairman of what was officially known as the Senate Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities—but what is known to history as the Church Committee. At a critical, progressive moment in the mid-1970s, Frank Church led the Church Committee’s unprecedented effort to unearth decades of abusive and illegal acts secretly committed by the United States government, then sought to curb the government’s power ever to commit such illegal acts again.


By 1975, Frank Church had come to believe that the future of American democracy was threatened by the rise of a permanent and largely unaccountable national security state, and he sensed that at the heart of that secret government was a lawless intelligence community. In order to save the nation, Church was convinced, America’s spy agencies would have to be reined in.


To a great degree, he succeeded. By disclosing a series of shocking abuses of power and spearheading wide-ranging reforms, Frank Church created the rules of the road for the intelligence community that largely remain in place today. More than anyone else in American history, Frank Church is responsible for bringing the CIA, the FBI, the NSA, and the rest of the government’s intelligence apparatus under the rule of law for the first time.


This is the story of that remarkable moment—and of the man who seized it.
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During 1975, Frank Church came to be seen by the public as America’s chief investigator, the man who was revealing the nation’s darkest secrets—secrets that, in turn, could help explain how the nation had lost its way in the decades since World War II. Frank Church became a symbolic figure standing at the crossroads between national security and civil liberties. Depending on how they viewed the proper balance between the two, Americans grew to either love him or hate him.


Throughout that year, network television and newspapers were filled with stories about Frank Church and his investigations. Not only was the Church Committee launching its landmark inquiries of the CIA, FBI, and NSA, but another committee led by Church was making headlines with its investigations of corporate bribes of foreign leaders by some of America’s biggest companies. Stories about Frank Church’s many investigations vied for space on the front page of the New York Times. Reporters were constantly on Church’s heels, seeking his comments not only about his own investigations but also about the constant stream of stories about the CIA and FBI being published by many of the nation’s top investigative reporters, who themselves struggled to keep up with the rapid-fire disclosures coming out of the Church Committee.


Frank Church wasn’t president, but for a brief moment in 1975, he was something close to it.


His whole life had been leading up to this moment, and 1975 brought out Frank Church’s best—as well as his worst.


Frank Church had many flaws. He suffered from political ambition that was sometimes blinding. He was a publicity hound with a careful, studied speaking style that could make him seem pretentious and arrogant; he earned the nickname “Senator Cathedral.” Other senators often didn’t trust that he would fulfill his private promises, suspecting that he would instead find legalistic ways out of his commitments. But he was an honest man at heart. And his integrity would drive his life’s work: trying to save the American republic from what he feared most, its transformation into a dangerous, militaristic empire.
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Senator Frank Church








Frank Church refused to conform to the Washington establishment’s confident belief in American interventionism. Instead he was convinced that the nation had lost its way in the decades after World War II through the creation of an unaccountable national security state that pushed the United States into endless wars abroad and threatened democracy by stifling dissent and suppressing civil liberties at home. His core belief that America had strayed from its republican roots animated Church’s politics, but that belief went so far beyond the bounds of accepted establishment thinking in the mid-20th century that most of his critics in Washington ignored what Church actually said about it. Instead, they sought to diminish him by focusing on his overly precise diction and his naked presidential ambition. As a result, they missed the man.
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Church’s iconoclastic thinking, as well as his signal achievements, were shaped by his life leading up to his walk into history in 1975. He was shaped by Idaho, where he grew up; by China, where he served in World War II; by Bethine Clark, the politically savvy daughter of the governor of Idaho who became his wife; by cancer, which he barely survived as a young man; and by the Senate. But mostly, he was changed by the Vietnam War.


He was born in one of the most isolated places in an isolationist America in the 1920s, a country with few international commitments and no significant, permanent national security establishment. But his life, and the country, would be radically altered two decades later, when Church came of age as an Army intelligence officer serving half a world away in China during World War II, just as the United States was suddenly being transformed into a global superpower.


During the final days of World War II, Church first began to express his fears over what he saw as America’s new imperial ambitions. He was unnerved by the elation other Americans serving with him in the Army in China exhibited after the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. He personally witnessed the Japanese surrender in China, and was disgusted that the United States had so closely allied itself with a corrupt warlord like Chinese nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek.


He won his first Senate race in 1956 when he was just 32, and when he arrived in Washington he was viewed by the political elite as little more than a boy, in over his head. Lyndon Johnson, the Texas Democrat who was then the Senate Majority Leader, mercilessly schooled Church.


In his first few years in the Senate, Frank Church consciously positioned himself in the mainstream of the Democratic Party of the 1950s, liberal with a tinge of Cold War hawkishness, styling himself after his friend, the senator and later president John F. Kennedy.


But during the 1960s and the early 1970s, the Vietnam War revived Church’s skepticism about American imperial overreach. For Church, Vietnam brought back memories of China, of American support for a corrupt regime, and he turned against the war long before almost any other major American political figure. Church emerged as an early advocate for congressional hearings on U.S. policy in Vietnam at a time when official Washington still considered any questioning of the war disloyal heresy. In the process, he helped change the national debate about the war and gave mainstream legitimacy to the anti-war movement.


As the war ground on and American casualties mounted, Church experienced a more fundamental political transformation: he lost his belief that the United States was always a force for good in the world, and he came to see the Vietnam War as a symptom of the uncontrolled power of a national security state that had grown beyond recognition.


By the 1970s, Church had become a radical in the Senate. He wanted to overthrow the status quo in American national security policy, despite the obvious political risks for a senator from one of the most conservative and rural states in the nation.


Church finally helped to stop the Vietnam War by repeatedly pushing Congress to use its power of the purse to threaten to cut off funding for the conflict. The growing popularity of Church’s legislative solution to end the war helped force President Richard Nixon to negotiate a peace agreement.


But unlike so many others in Washington, Church wasn’t willing to return to the status quo after Vietnam. He began to investigate the sources of economic and political power that he believed had led the nation into Vietnam, and which he believed were still perverting U.S. foreign policy. He launched a landmark investigation into the rising global power of America’s corporate giants, and the trail he followed ultimately led him to a much broader investigation of the CIA.
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Until he began to investigate the Agency, Frank Church knew little about the shape, scope, and power of the modern CIA. His own experience in Army intelligence in World War II offered him no insight into the comprehensive transformation the CIA had undergone in the decades since its postwar founding. In fact, few in Congress at the time knew much about the CIA, since there was virtually no congressional oversight of the spy agency or of the rest of the intelligence community.


When the Church Committee began to investigate the CIA, FBI, NSA, and other agencies, it marked the first time there had been any serious congressional inquiry into the national security state. As a result, the Church Committee’s hearings became something like a constitutional convention, airing basic questions about the proper balance between liberty and security.


It was a watershed moment in American history. By bringing the intelligence community under the rule of law and imposing congressional oversight for the first time, Frank Church made sure there was no permanent “Deep State”—a hidden and unaccountable national security hierarchy—within the American government. The Deep State remains a myth, a right-wing conspiracy theory, precisely because Frank Church brought the intelligence community fully into the American system of government. Ever since the Church Committee completed its work, histories of the CIA, the FBI, and the NSA have been divided between what they managed to get away with before the Church Committee and what they have been allowed to do since.


Church’s historic achievement—bringing the intelligence community under the rule of law—did not come easily. Three Church Committee witnesses were murdered, including one before he could testify. No one has ever been able to determine whether any of them were killed because they talked—or were planning to talk—to the committee. But the coincidences kept piling up, and the killings brought an unnerving sense of danger to the Church Committee.


Church’s achievement was also not inevitable. Many others in Congress had tried and failed to rein in the intelligence community before him, going back to the days right after the CIA was founded in the wake of World War II. Those earlier failures had led to decades without any independent oversight or meaningful legal controls on the intelligence community’s behavior. Lax controls allowed the CIA in particular to be turned into a dangerous weapon, one often wielded by presidents in ways that the American people didn’t approve—or even know about.


Without oversight, the CIA and the rest of the intelligence community had grown into a secret government-within-a-government. That growth had rapidly accelerated in the 1950s under President Dwight D. Eisenhower, who came to view global covert operations conducted by the CIA as an essential substitute for all-out war. He wanted to challenge the Soviet Union in the Cold War without a direct military confrontation, and the CIA became his primary tool for doing so.


Eisenhower set the pattern for the CIA’s dark future by directing the Agency to help stage coups in Iran and Guatemala, while also trying to overthrow foreign leaders in countries from the Congo to Cuba. In return for these risky, high-stakes covert actions, Eisenhower had given the CIA enormous freedom to act, and Allen Dulles, his CIA director, took full advantage of Eisenhower’s loose supervision. That led the CIA to commit other horrific abuses with little presidential oversight, notably surreal mind-control programs that relied on the drugging of countless unwitting American citizens.


Like Eisenhower, his successors found the CIA a tempting secret weapon, and presidents from Kennedy to Nixon continued to use the Agency’s covert-action arm whenever diplomacy became too difficult or too awkward. And, just like Eisenhower, none of them ever imposed much scrutiny on any of the Agency’s operations, except when something went spectacularly and publicly wrong, like the Bay of Pigs fiasco in Cuba or the downing of a U-2 spy plane by the Soviets.


For decades as a result, the CIA’s operations faced only glancing scrutiny from the White House, and virtually none from Congress. True oversight would have to wait until 1975—and the arrival on the national stage of a senator from Idaho named Frank Church.













PART ONE



“If I make no mark elsewhere”


1924–1975













CHAPTER 1



“Happier Times”


THE EDITOR AT the Boise Capital News had to double-check the name on the letter he had just read. It was April 1939, and the letter, which had recently arrived at the newspaper offices, was a well-crafted, deeply informed defense of the isolationism of Idaho’s Senator William Borah—an argument for why the United States should stay out of another war as storm clouds gathered over Europe.


Could this really have been written by a 14-year-old?


The editor checked and discovered to his amazement that the letter really had been written by an eighth grader at North Junior High School, a boy by the name of Frank Church. Impressed, the editor published Church’s letter on the newspaper’s front page.


The newspaper soon received several letters from readers who couldn’t believe the front-page letter had been written by a boy in junior high school, so the Boise paper ran a follow-up letter from Church’s social studies teacher confirming that he was indeed the author. “I remember my father reading it and coming out of his chair, demanding to know what impudence led me to believe I had the right to publish a letter in the newspaper without first consulting him,” Church later recalled.


But Church’s father, a tradition-bound Catholic shopkeeper, would never be able to rein in his son’s ambitions, which would soon range far beyond Boise and the Mountain West.
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Frank Forrester Church III was always considered special.


He was always the smartest kid in school; he was so affable that he attracted friends easily, and he spoke and wrote more clearly than most adults. Frank Church always stood out, especially in a state that was then so empty it had far more sheep than people.


He was born on July 25, 1924, in Boise, which was then a small city—really not much more than a small town—of just 20,000 in one of the most remote regions of the United States. Boise was the capital of Idaho, a state that itself was something of an afterthought in the Anglo-American settlement of the West in the 19th century, and one of the only states settled from the West as well as the East.


Long before modern irrigation techniques transformed it into an agricultural center, much of southern Idaho was a desert, to be crossed as quickly as possible by people following the Oregon Trail to the West Coast. Settlers finally stopped ignoring Idaho and came flooding back from California and the rest of the country when gold was discovered in the territory in 1860, and again in 1883. Gold attracted an odd assortment; the early settlers included Mormons coming north from Utah, as well as a large cohort of defeated Southern Confederates looking for quick riches and a place as far away from the influence of the victorious Union as possible. Booming lead, silver, and gold mining in northern Idaho brought an influx of miners, including many immigrants from Ireland and elsewhere, while oppressive practices by mine owners led to strikes, violence, and union organizing. Many of the early Irish immigrant miners clashed with their English-immigrant supervisors; that gave an ugly English-Irish dynamic to some of the early minefield wars.


Idaho’s politics became a volatile and toxic mix in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, an era that climaxed with the assassination of former governor Frank Steunenberg in 1905. The sensational trial that followed, in which prominent union leaders were accused of being complicit in the murder, was one of the most celebrated in American history; the trial was in effect a proxy fight for control over the minefields of the Mountain West between the forces of labor and management. The rise of a unionized workforce in the northern minefields—where lead and silver mining eventually came to dominate—gave Idaho’s politics a raucous edge in the first decades of the 20th century, even as the state grew beyond the earlier minefield wars and became increasingly conservative.


Idaho had been a state for only 34 years by the time Frank Church was born, but he was already the third Frank Church to live there. His grandfather, also Frank Forrester Church, was lured by gold; he was enough of a risk-taker to leave his home in Maine for Idaho’s goldfields in 1871. He left Idaho briefly to study mineralogy, but only so that he could return and advance on the technical side of the mining industry. He came back to the mining boomtown of Idaho City to work in the assay office, which handled the critical task of measuring the purity and content of the gold dug by miners. He also entered local Democratic Party politics, and in 1893 was rewarded by President Grover Cleveland, who appointed him assayer in charge of the U.S. Assay Office in Boise, a plum bit of political patronage.


Frank Forrester Church Jr.—Frank Church’s father—was born in 1890; he was a short, balding, heavy-set Catholic with a shopkeeper’s cautious personality, with none of his father’s sense of adventure or political drive. In 1913 he married Laura Bilderback, who was more attractive and outgoing than her husband, and who also had a better sense of humor. By the 1920s, Frank Church owned his own sporting-goods store in Boise.


The genes seemed to have skipped a generation; Frank Forrester Church III was much more like his grandfather than his own father—with a touch of his mother’s urbane personality mixed in. Apart from being Frank Church’s foil—his conservative Republicanism seems to have helped drive his son in the opposite direction—his father had only a limited impact on Church’s personality and growth.


Frank Church was the namesake of his father and grandfather even though he was the second son. His brother, Richard, was nearly nine years older—and, like their father, played only a limited role in Frank Church’s early life. In fact, one of the remarkable aspects of Church’s life is that it is difficult to identify ways in which he was shaped in his childhood and teenage years by his family. His mother certainly influenced his personality more than his father, but it was hard to discern where his intelligence and early interest in the wider world came from. It was one reason why he was considered so remarkable at such a young age: no one really knew what to make of his unique attributes.
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A young Frank Church (right) with his mother, Laura, and his older brother, Richard.








Frank was sick during much of his childhood, suffering frequent bouts of bronchitis and sinusitis. He started at a Catholic elementary school but was ill-suited to its narrow, strict parochial teaching. Though Frank was naturally left-handed, the nuns at his school tried to force him to do everything right-handed, and he became ambidextrous as a result. His older brother’s biggest impact on Frank’s life came when he persuaded their father to transfer Frank to public school; Frank flourished in the more open environment. (Richard Church went on to a career as an officer in the Marine Corps.)


The Church family generally enjoyed a comfortable middle-class life, but when Frank was growing up in the midst of the Depression of the 1930s, they were forced to cut corners by renting out the upstairs floor of their home. By the time he was a teenager and the Depression was easing, the Church family often spent summers at a cabin on Warm Lake, Idaho, about 100 miles north of Boise. His father’s sporting-goods store sold fireworks, and on the Fourth of July his father would take Frank and his friends to shoot off all of the unsold fireworks in a spectacular display.


Frank’s father was not much of a hunter and didn’t teach his son—a notable failing in early-20th-century Idaho. Frank learned to hunt and fish mostly from the father of one of his childhood friends, but never really took to it. He had almost no athletic ability, and showed little interest in sports, apart from occasionally playing tennis. Frank Church was an oddity—a city kid at heart who just happened to have been born in the Mountain West. “He was not a great hiker or camper,” observed his son, Chase Church.


While he was an indifferent outdoorsman, he excelled at school, once he got away from the nuns. No one else in his school even came close. It was the world of the mind and of words and language that attracted Church. “He seemed to be a star from the moment he started school,” LeRoy Ashby, coauthor of a well-crafted 1994 biography of Church, said in an interview. “Teachers looked to him as a model.”


Inevitably, some of the other kids resented Church for being a teacher’s pet who was constantly showing off his smarts; they believed he could get away with things that they could not. In middle school, for example, he poked a girl sitting in front of him in the rear end with a pen, and she turned around and hit him. Yet she was the one suspended from school; the teacher simply couldn’t believe that Frank Church would have done anything to provoke her.


Frank Church may have been a teacher’s pet, but his brains were undeniable. His teachers realized that he was unique, and eventually most of his classmates saw that his intelligence demanded respect. He had a good sense of humor, inherited from his mother, and by high school was at the center of a large circle of friends who hung out in downtown Boise, and he was easily elected student body president. “Frank took after her (Laura Church) personality-wise,” recalled Stan Burns, a boyhood friend.


Church’s father was politically conservative and deeply religious, but as he grew, Frank Church turned away from both the Republican Party and the Catholic Church. It was as if he was rejecting his father and the confined life his father symbolized for him.


Frank Church later liked to tell the story that his father’s Republicanism had inadvertently led him to the Democratic Party. His father enjoyed debating politics with his son, and to keep up, Frank would often go to the local library to do research so that he could argue the Democratic point of view, supporting Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal, against his father’s Republicanism. Church later joked that the research stuck, and he became a lifelong Democrat in one of the most solidly Republican states in the nation.


“His father hated Roosevelt with a passion,” recalled Carl Burke, Church’s best friend growing up in Boise. “Those were bitter debates.”


“He liked to argue, he was good at it… his father would delight in taking him on,” recalled Stan Burns. “You could see Frank’s intellectual superiority… he had this really magnetic personality.”
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He was so serious about politics and intellectual pursuits as a young boy that Frank Church’s role model was not a football player or a Hollywood star, but William Borah, the senator whom he had stoutly defended in his remarkable letter to the Boise Capital News. Not only was Borah the first public figure to have an impact on Church’s life, but he would shadow Church throughout his career.


Borah was an iconic figure who dominated Idaho politics for a generation, yet he was still an odd choice as a role model for a teenager who was evolving into a Roosevelt Democrat. Borah was very complicated, both as a politician and as a man. He first gained fame as part of the prosecution team in the high-profile 1907 trial of the labor leaders accused of involvement in the Steunenberg assassination. Borah faced off against legendary defense attorney Clarence Darrow, who won the acquittals of the labor leaders; even though he lost, Borah’s handling of the case attracted national headlines just as he began his long career in the Senate.


Borah went on to become Idaho’s longest-serving senator; he was hailed as a progressive early in his career, when he pushed for the creation of the graduated income tax and the direct election of U.S. senators, who had previously been appointed by state legislatures. Yet he later became an isolationist, leading the fatal opposition to the League of Nations after World War I and the American turn inward in the 1920s and 1930s, which enabled the unimpeded rise of Hitler and fascism. The ugliest chapter in his career came in the early 1920s, when he joined forces with Southern Democrats to defeat federal legislation to outlaw lynching.


Borah also had an intense affair with Alice Roosevelt Longworth, the celebrity daughter of Teddy Roosevelt, while they were both married; her husband became Speaker of the House. Borah is believed to be the father of Alice Roosevelt Longworth’s only child, whom she once cleverly called “Aurora Borah Alice.”


In 1940, Church—a 15-year-old boy still unaware of his hero’s flaws—went to the state capitol in Boise to pay homage after Borah died and was lying in state. Later, during his time in the Senate, Church would frequently and very publicly cite Borah as his role model, even keeping a portrait of Borah prominently displayed in his Senate office and arranging for another Borah portrait to hang in the offices of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, which Borah had chaired.


But those close to him believe that by then, Church had long since outgrown his boyhood adulation of Borah, and that he continued to publicly embrace him while serving in the Senate simply because it was good politics in Idaho. “I always thought it made a good campaign [slogan],” said Stan Burns. “I never believed it… I think it served Frank’s purpose politically to say that someday he hoped to be the equal of Senator Borah.”


Early in his Senate career, in fact, Church privately learned some harsh facts that further tarnished his image of Borah. When Church went to pay his respects to Borah’s widow, Mary McConnell Borah, at her Washington apartment, she enjoyed the attention and began to reveal how she had made ends meet after Borah’s death. “She said that after the funeral, she didn’t have any money, but then she found boxes of cash that he had hidden,” recalled Bryce Nelson, an aide who went with Church to meet her. It became clear to Church that Borah had been corrupt, which seemed to confirm gossip he heard separately in the Senate. “That made Church think differently about Borah,” Nelson remembered.


Church never publicly discussed what he had learned about Borah from his widow—who would live to be 105. A decade before her 1976 death, Church helped her move into a nursing home in Oregon; he sought to help Borah’s widow again in 1969, when she was unable to pay her nursing-home bills.
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It was in public speaking and debate that the young Frank Church most took after Borah, who was considered one of the great orators of his day. (Borah’s two-hour speech against the League of Nations on the Senate floor on November 19, 1919, was long deemed one of the greatest speeches in Senate history, even if it advanced the ill-fated cause of isolationism.) Like Borah, Church loved to play with words; in high school, he would often practice public speaking alone in front of his mirror at home. His speech teacher called him a natural, and with Church leading the way, the Boise High School debate team won the state championship. Soon, his debating skills would give Church his first opportunity to see the world beyond the Mountain West.


In April 1941, Church boarded an outbound train at the Union Pacific station in downtown Boise, and traveled south and east on his way to Charleston, South Carolina, where he was to compete in a national public-speaking contest for high-school students, sponsored by the American Legion. By this point, Church was fast growing into a man. He was a tall, handsome 16-year-old with dark-set eyes, dark hair, and full lips, and a frame so thin that he looked gaunt. In marked contrast to his reedy appearance, he had developed a deep, stentorian voice. But Church’s speaking style was perhaps most notable for his clipped and precise diction, which suggested he was far more cosmopolitan than a teenager from Boise had any right to sound.


As Church crossed the country, he was shadowed by the threat that America might soon be dragged into World War II. Things had changed dramatically in the two years since he wrote his pro-Borah letter to the newspaper, in which he had urged America to heed the isolationist senator from Idaho and stay out of world affairs.


War was now raging in Europe, and Germany looked unstoppable. France had fallen the year before, along with most of Western Europe, and now London was being bombed by the Luftwaffe. President Roosevelt had persuaded Congress to approve his Lend-Lease program to provide embattled Britain with warships, while also embarking on a major rearmament program to modernize the moribund American military.


But Roosevelt knew that the American public was still reluctant to go further and enter the war on the side of the Allies. Borah continued to steadfastly oppose any American involvement in the war up until his death in 1940, and Charles Lindbergh—the greatest living American hero thanks to his 1927 solo flight across the Atlantic—was helping to lead the opposition to U.S. intervention in the European war, speaking at massive rallies of the America First Committee. A poisonous brew of isolationism, anti-Semitism, and proto-fascism lingered in the political climate in the United States, despite the growing menace posed by Hitler. American politics teetered on a knife-edge.


Still just a junior at Boise High, Church had easily won the state and regional debate playoffs. Now he was one of four finalists from across the country facing off for the national championship on the campus of The Citadel, the old military college in downtown Charleston.


For the contest’s championship round, Church decided to use his speech to give voice to a new generation of Americans who might have to fight a war. No longer an isolationist, he now urged a muscular American role in the world. In his first-ever public address outside Idaho, Frank Church was going to break with the political tradition of William Borah.


Church didn’t want to play it safe in his speech, and so decided to take on some of the most volatile political issues roiling the nation that spring. He argued that America had to remain true to its values of democracy, civil liberties, and the rule of law in the face of unprecedented threats.


In a remarkably nuanced and thoughtful address for a 16-year-old high school junior, Church laid out a set of beliefs that would guide him for the rest of his life. His speech clearly mirrored the famous “Four Freedoms” speech that Franklin Roosevelt had delivered a few months earlier.


“During the past year, the American people have witnessed with apprehension the destruction of democracy in all parts of the world,” Church began. “We have witnessed this conquest at the hands of a brutal, alien philosophy of life and we have determined, in unanimity, that the fate of France, the fate of Norway, of Belgium, and of Poland shall not be the fate of America.”


In the face of this danger, Church called for a vigorous defense of “the American Way,” which he defined as having three pillars: social, economic, and political freedoms.


America’s social freedom, he said, stemmed from a society that was “free, classless and equal,” unlike Europe’s “society of privilege.” But that social freedom would be worthless “in an economy where all industrial policy is decided and directed from above, and where every position, every advancement is dependent upon the whims of a political bureaucrat.” Only with economic freedom could the “natural ambition to succeed” flourish in America.


Social and economic freedom would not survive, however, without political freedom, which had to be protected “against any kind of limitation.” But for all his praise for the advantages of the “American Way” over the fascist models then ascendant in Germany, Italy, and Japan, Church warned of the American system’s flaws as well—particularly those that allowed elites to gain greater power, and which trampled the rights of minorities and the dispossessed.


The American system’s greatest weakness, Church said, was economic concentration in the hands of a few powerful industrialists: “Monopoly alone can destroy all its advantages and inevitably results in shocking abuse of power.” Only the federal government, he argued, could break the power of the monopolist, and “it must use this authority. It must wage a constant fight against abuse of power and favor justice for the common man.”


Indeed, the true threat to political freedom in America came from within, Church warned, rather than from Germany or other foreign enemies. “Even at this moment an insidiously inspired propaganda campaign is causing that confusion. This campaign is being waged, not against social freedom, not against economic freedom, but against the third principle of the American way—political freedom. If this principle fails, the others shall perish; if it endures, the others will endure. The incomparable privilege of political freedom is more than majority rule or representative government. It is protection for the minority. It is the freedom granted to every individual to speak, to read, and to think as he pleases… We must respect the political freedom of every citizen and every sincere minority, for only in that manner can we protect democracy.”


If America upheld its civil liberties and protected the rule of law in its Constitution, Church vowed, the United States would emerge from the coming war victorious. “If, during the crisis that confronts us, today and tomorrow, we defend social, economic and political freedom, guided by the precepts of Christian faith, we shall have maintained the American Way. Preserve, protect and defend these three principles and, no matter how dark the future may be, a united America will move forward with unshakable courage and irresistible power toward unlimited democracy and happier times.”


When he finished, Church was met by thunderous applause from an audience shocked by the eloquence of the 16-year-old from the mountains. He easily won the championship and its accompanying college scholarship, and returned to Boise a local hero. The money and stature he gained from his win would allow him to attend Stanford University.


The American Legion speech changed Frank Church’s life; he was now moving quickly toward a wider world beyond Boise, beyond his father, Borah, and the narrow impulses of his state.
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Back in Boise in his senior year of high school, Church was elected student-body president, and his political ambition began to tell. “I knew he was going to get into politics when he was president of Boise High School,” Carl Burke observed.


But Church also had a mischievous side, which sometimes led him to pull elaborate pranks. After seeing a hypnotist perform, Church decided to pretend to hypnotize one of his friends, a boy named Orville Poorit. Church and his friends staged an assembly at Boise High where Church appeared to place Poorit in a trance and then stuck pins in him; the cooperative Poorit didn’t flinch. So convincing was the performance that an alarmed teacher scolded Church, insisting “this evil must be stopped before it goes further.” Undeterred, Church kept the ruse going for days: he arranged for Poorit to stand up in a class in a trancelike state and announce to the teacher that “Frank Church wants to see me”; moments later, Carl Burke came to the classroom to tell the teacher that “Frank Church wants to see Orville Poorit.”


In another high-school incident, Church was jailed for a few hours for angrily complaining to a local sheriff about the lack of due process in the arrest of other boys who had been fighting after a Boise High basketball game.


Church’s life was altered forever when he met a girl. Not just any girl—the daughter of the governor of Idaho. Bethine Clark was a pretty, broad-shouldered brunette with a big smile. Not only was she the daughter of Idaho’s Democratic governor, Chase Clark, but she belonged to the most influential family in Democratic Party politics in the state. Bethine’s grandfather had been the first mayor of Idaho Falls, her uncle had served as governor a few years before her father, and her cousin was a U.S. senator. Rivals in the Democratic Party in Idaho nicknamed the family the “Clark machine.”


They first met when Bethine was still living in Idaho Falls, in eastern Idaho, where her father was a lawyer; Frank and Bethine both attended a statewide student-government convention. When her father was elected governor in 1940, Bethine and her family moved to Boise and she transferred to Boise High, quickly joining Frank Church’s circle of high-school friends. She was as bright and as interested in ideas and politics as Church, but Bethine was far more extroverted and gregarious—a natural politician.


To a remarkable degree for teenagers, Frank and Bethine were attracted to each other on an intellectual level; they shared a thirst for knowledge and an interest in history, current events, and politics that shaped their friendship long before they began to date. “Frank Church was the only high school student I knew who had read Mein Kampf,” Bethine recalled in her memoir. “He was the first person I ever knew who always related things to Jefferson or Washington or the Constitution. I mean he absorbed all of that.”


They eventually became classic mid-century high-school sweethearts, with a healthy dose of literate romance. While still in high school, Frank loved to recite the poems of A. E. Housman to Bethine, including one of his favorites, “To an Athlete Dying Young.”


“This was depressing stuff for courtship,” Bethine would later write, “but it worked for a romantic like me. I never knew anyone who loved language as much as Frank did.”


But in their final year in high school, Frank and Bethine were not yet ready to commit to each other; she later characterized their “courtship” at the time as “both affectionate and distant.”


Their relationship would be tested by war.















CHAPTER 2



“The finest diction in the Army”


FRANK CHURCH AND Carl Burke had gone out for ice cream in downtown Boise and were driving around on a lazy Sunday when they turned on the car radio and heard that Pearl Harbor had just been attacked by the Japanese. It was December 7, 1941, and the United States was suddenly at war.


Frank Church was in the middle of his senior year in high school when America was plunged into World War II, and he immediately began to think about joining the military. “We all knew in high school that it was just a question of when you were going to go,” recalled Burke. “You were going to go. There was no denying that fact and there was no dissent.”


Still, Church decided to wait rather than rush headlong into military service. He stayed in high school, graduated in 1942, then stuck to his plan to attend Stanford University in the fall. Church was ambitious enough to see himself as an officer, and he was clever enough to realize that getting at least a start on college would help make that happen. So he didn’t join the millions of other American boys who lined up to enlist in the feverish first days after Pearl Harbor.1


While Frank went to Stanford, Bethine left for the University of Michigan, and the distance between Palo Alto and Ann Arbor began to strain the couple’s relationship. When it came to both the war and Bethine Clark, Frank Church remained in limbo.
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Church didn’t stay at Stanford for long: he left for the Army in the spring of his freshman year. The military quickly recognized his brains, and he was sent for specialized training before he was even made an officer. In the summer of 1943, he was briefly sent to Lafayette College in Pennsylvania for training as a Spanish linguist, but his orders were soon changed and Church was secretly sent to Camp Ritchie, Maryland, for intelligence training.


In the years leading up to World War II, the United States government only had a small intelligence apparatus, the vestiges of a much bigger program that had been allowed to atrophy after budget cuts led to the closing of the famous “Black Chamber” in the late 1920s. The Black Chamber had been a highly successful, decade-long secret operation run jointly by the Army and the State Department in which analysts read and decrypted the cable traffic of foreign embassies in Washington. Secretary of State Henry Stimson later defended his decision to shut down the Black Chamber with a remark that became infamous in intelligence history: he said that “gentlemen do not read each other’s mail.”


But with World War II raging, there was a sudden and obvious demand for better intelligence, and the Office of Strategic Services was created to be the nation’s wartime spy agency. Founded and led by William “Wild Bill” Donovan, a lawyer who had been a highly decorated Army officer during World War I, the OSS handled espionage, sabotage, and paramilitary operations behind enemy lines. Donovan brought an adventurous romanticism to the OSS, and he recruited its agents largely from the American elite: among them was poet Archibald MacLeish; Paul Mellon, of the wealthy Mellon banking family; and even Julia Child, long before she became famous as a television chef.


The OSS became the stuff of legend, but its impact was minor in comparison with the war-winning work of the British and American code-breaking units that deciphered German and Japanese codes. The OSS’s biggest legacy was that it served as the precursor to the CIA, and was the training ground for future CIA directors Allen Dulles, Richard Helms, and William Colby; all three would figure prominently in the Church Committee’s investigation of the CIA.


But Frank Church didn’t go to Camp Ritchie to join the OSS or become a spy. Instead, he trained to become an Army intelligence analyst. For even with the creation of the OSS, the Army still needed traditional battlefield intelligence—commanders had to know about the enemy right in front of their forces. The Army needed its own analysts who could combine all the available information collected from photoreconnaissance aircraft, radio intercepts, prisoner interrogations, and other sources to determine the enemy’s strength and location, as well as the identities of its units and their leaders.


To meet the demand for analysts, smart young soldiers like Frank Church were grabbed from other parts of the Army and trained at Camp Ritchie, a covert base hidden away in the mountains of Maryland along the Pennsylvania border, near where Camp David, the presidential retreat, is today.


While Church was there being trained as an analyst, Camp Ritchie was also the secret training center for a unique group of immigrants and Jewish refugees whom the Army had selected for intelligence work against the Nazis. Now famous as “the Ritchie Boys,” they used their native fluency in the language and culture of Germany to interrogate prisoners and defectors, as well as to conduct other spy missions. Some landed with the U.S. Army on D-Day and spread out across Normandy, then spent the rest of the war gathering some of the most valuable battlefield intelligence against the Germans that American commanders in Europe ever received.


Meanwhile, Bethine Clark was mystified. Despite her continued ambivalence about Frank Church, despite the fact that she was dating other men while she was at the University of Michigan and Frank was in the Army, she was still regularly writing to Church and closely tracking his progress in the Army. She was puzzled when he suddenly disappeared from his language-training program at Lafayette College. No one would tell her where he had gone or what had happened to him.


Too stubborn to take no for an answer, Bethine went to Washington to see Virgil Clark, the wife of her cousin, Senator D. Worth Clark of Idaho. Even as a college student, Bethine knew how to wield political influence.


Virgil Clark readily agreed to help Bethine, and after pulling rank as a senator’s wife with officials at the Pentagon, she discovered that Church was secretly training at Camp Ritchie. Army officers at the secret base were mortified when Bethine Clark later called up looking for a 19-year-old trainee named Frank Church: “Young lady, if you’ll tell me how the hell you found him… I’ll call him, dammit, to the phone!” She had blown Camp Ritchie’s cover.


After finishing intelligence training, Church still had to go through Officer Candidate School, but he was so weak and out of shape that he almost washed out. His Selective Service card from 1949 states that Church was six feet tall but weighed only 140 pounds; his weight was certainly much less than that when he first joined the Army years earlier during the war. “He just wasn’t a good strong kid in those days,” recalled Burke. “When he took the TB (tuberculosis) test, he always tested positive. He had a hell of a time at Fort Benning,” where Church went through the officer training program. “Benning damn near killed him, he was so skinny.”
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Church finally went to war in early 1945, when as a 20-year-old officer he shipped out for India and then traveled with his small intelligence unit over the Burma Road to China. He was assigned as an intelligence officer to the U.S. Army’s Chinese Combat Command, which was supporting the Chinese Nationalist Army of Chiang Kai-shek in its bitter fight against the Japanese.
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Frank Church and his older brother, Richard, both in uniform during World War II.








Church wrote frequently to Bethine, and the letters show that their relationship remained ambiguous, stuck somewhere between friendship and love. The letters suggest that they had a sexual relationship, but that Frank was unwilling to commit to her, even though he knew she had started getting serious about another man she met at Michigan. The letters reveal a running argument between Bethine and Frank over whether their relationship was going anywhere or not—an argument that continued throughout the last year of World War II.


“I didn’t come to Michigan for a cheap good time,” Frank wrote to Bethine from New Delhi in April 1945, in a letter obviously referring to a time they had sex in Ann Arbor while he was on leave. “And what I found wasn’t cheap. You should know that. If I was looking for common pleasures, I could find them easy enough. And I would find them elsewhere, not in Michigan.”


Almost every letter Frank and Bethine wrote to each other showed signs of their struggle, as neither one seemed willing to fully commit. Frank wrote in one letter that “you challenged me for an answer, and I have none… Bethy, I don’t mean to hurt you. I’d do anything to make you happy… only a selfish, thick-headed good-for-nothing would act as I have acted.”


In June 1945, Church wrote to her from Kunming, China, in a letter that recognized that she was now seeing other men, including a cadet at West Point. He wrote that he envied “the lucky characters at Michigan and elsewhere who can, by virtue of location alone, date you at your pleasure.”


She wrote him a letter that same month that must have left Church confused. Bethine wrote that the “West Point scourge has gone and I think I still remain heart free and fancy flying.”
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As an intelligence officer in China, Church was almost always at headquarters far behind the front lines, but he had at least one brush with action. In 1945, he was leading his small unit down a remote road in China when he heard a commotion that convinced him that Japanese troops were nearby. Night was falling, so Church ordered his soldiers to move to the opposite side of a nearby stream and dig defensive positions. He was about to join them when he realized his rifle was jammed. In the fading light, he crawled under a truck to clean his rifle by the light of a flashlight, which he hid under a blanket.


By the time he was finished cleaning his rifle, it was too late for him to join his troops, who might mistake him in the dark for a Japanese soldier. Church spent the entire night lying underneath the truck, staying awake in case of a Japanese assault.


The next morning, Church and his team reunited, only to find that there were no Japanese troops nearby; the din that had put them on alert had been caused instead by a group of drunken Chinese soldiers. But Church’s lonely nighttime vigil still impressed the men of his unit.


Church’s intelligence job was as an “order of battle” analyst, charged with identifying individual Japanese military units facing the Americans and the Chinese. Church took it upon himself to memorize the names of the Japanese officers commanding those units. That knowledge paid off when the officer in charge of providing intelligence briefings for General Robert McClure, the chief of the Chinese Combat Command, was out. McClure’s staff scrambled to find someone else who could provide that day’s briefing, and they asked around headquarters for anyone who knew enough to identify the Japanese front-line units and explain their locations and commanders. Church said he could do it.


Church’s well-honed oratorical skills and his remarkable ability to analyze intelligence reports impressed General McClure. He made Church, still just 20, his main briefer, and from that moment on, Church was frequently by McClure’s side. But Church privately began to chafe at McClure’s excessive attention. During a lavish dinner at which he was the only lieutenant among a group of senior officers, McClure “introduced me as the man with the finest diction in the Army, and during the course of the evening asked me to read aloud one of his favorite stories.” He wrote to Bethine that the luxurious dinner had made him feel like McClure’s “court jester.”


McClure liked Church so much that he chose him to join the small American delegation to witness the formal surrender of Japanese forces in China in Nanking in September 1945. “It is strange to find oneself, after all these years of war, in the midst of the Japanese Army,” Church wrote to Bethine. It was “a great day for China. And it was amazingly good fortune for me to have been able to witness the event. Someday if I make no mark elsewhere, some Chinese historian will run across my name on the memorial roster, buried among those of the other guests who were invited to attend. I felt like a member of the chorus, high upon the platform backstage, in one of the final acts of history.”


McClure also made sure that Church was awarded a Bronze Star for his intelligence work, with a citation that made it clear that McLure believed Church had done much better than the intelligence officer he had replaced. Church’s intelligence reports had provided “highly accurate” order-of-battle reports, Church’s Bronze Star citation read, that “materially expanded upon and improved reports and studies produced by the G2 section prior to his arrival.” The citation also commended Church for the special studies he had written on the Japanese Army in China, which were so well prepared “that intelligence agencies made requests for additional copies and language personnel in the field used the special studies as chief guides during interrogations” of Japanese prisoners.


But reading the complete citation for Church’s Bronze Star, it is hard not to conclude that McClure gave Church the award as a favor, mainly because he loved listening to him talk. “First Lt. Church gave daily presentations to the combined staff sections, which were so unanimously acclaimed that the commanding general personally commended him,” his citation read. So why not reward the officer with the best diction in the Army?


Despite the plaudits from McClure, the war left Church depressed and with a sense of dread. “I am fearful that the United States is about to launch itself into a program of unprecedented imperialism,” Church wrote Bethine after the Japanese surrendered.


“With few exceptions indeed, people I meet over here speak elatedly of the atomic bomb,” he wrote in another letter to her. “There are those who tell me, with the expression of the most revealing astonishment and with incredulous enthusiasm, that our discovery is as yet so imperfect that only one tenth of one percent of its total explosive energy has thus far been realized. Apparently it is not enough to have at last developed the instrument of our own self-destruction. We even applaud approaching doom! And in a way, Bethy, it is fitting retribution.”


Despite his growing fears that America was on the verge of turning into a cold, imperial superpower, Church had done so well as an intelligence analyst that the Army wanted to keep him. In December 1945, Church received a letter from the Army saying that he had been recommended for a position in a newly expanded, postwar Army intelligence service. In January 1946, Church wrote a letter back declining the offer, saying that “I very much appreciate being included in the list of prospective candidates, but I must advise you that it is my intention to return to civilian life.”


If Church had accepted the offer to make intelligence his postwar career, there is a good chance he would have ended up in the CIA when it was created in 1947, thus becoming part of the spy agency—and perhaps complicit in its abuses—rather than leading an investigation of it. In hindsight, his decision to reject the Army’s offer was a critical choice that fundamentally altered his life.
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Church left the Army in 1946, and by then Bethine was engaged to Milt Chamberlain, the West Point cadet she had met at Michigan. But when Church got back to Boise, Stan Burns convinced him that Bethine wasn’t happy about her engagement, and that she obviously still cared for Church. His friend told Church that “if he had any interest in Bethine that he must pursue that because the flame was still flickering,” Burns recalled. Church went to her house, took her for a drive, and immediately asked her to marry him.


Bethine said yes, but demanded that Frank wait until after he went back to Stanford to finish college, to make sure that he really meant it. Angry that she had so suddenly broken off her previous engagement, Bethine’s father kicked Frank Church out of his house. (The two men eventually reconciled.)


After he left the Army, Church went through a jarring experience that many others of his generation were encountering at the same time—he returned to college as an undergraduate after serving as an Army officer halfway around the world. He was no longer the boy from Idaho who had arrived at Stanford in 1942.


Church emerged from World War II much more liberal in his political thinking than he had been when he joined the Army. His experience in China had left him disgusted with the corruption and exploitation of Chiang Kai-shek’s regime, while the sudden expansion of America’s global power left him fearful that imperialism would alter the nation’s character. In the years immediately after the war, he was even briefly attracted to the left-wing politics of Henry Wallace, Franklin Roosevelt’s former vice president, who ran for president on the Progressive Party ticket in 1948. “Yesterday Bay, Carl and I managed to get seats at the San Francisco Opera House for the great rally in honor of Henry Wallace,” Church wrote to Bethine in 1947. “The hall was crowded with over 4,000 people, while a cheering throng of about equal size milled about outside the building. Wallace received a standing ovation from the audience. I liked him. I liked his fighting spirit, his frankness and his great sincerity. It was an exciting affair.”


Church joined the Stanford debate team and was asked to give a series of public speeches, thanks not only to his growing reputation as an orator but also to his military service in China; convulsed by a civil war between the Nationalists and Communists, China was constantly in the headlines at the time.


“I have been anxious to strike out at Chiang’s China for a long time,” Church wrote Bethine. In an hour-long speech at an auditorium on Stanford’s campus, he got his chance, attacking the corruption and incompetence of Chiang’s Nationalist Chinese government. “If I were to give substantially the same talk to a large, representative group in Boise,” he wrote to his fiancée, “[the Boise newspaper] would roar in righteous anger for days.”


After growing up in overwhelmingly white Idaho (Idaho’s population of 524,873 in the 1940 census included 519,292 whites and only 595 Blacks), Church was also starting to struggle to better understand racial discrimination. During a Stanford debate against the University of California, he defended labor unions, citing their efforts to organize Black workers. “Unions are the most active of all our institutions in their attempt to correct racial discrimination,” Church wrote Bethine, describing his argument during the debate. “I mentioned a Negro Congress I had attended in San Francisco, and pointed out that there were no representatives of the Chamber of Commerce there, that management had not so much as sent an office boy, but that three very prominent labor union presidents were there, officiating on the platform.”


After Church graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Stanford, he and Bethine were married at the Clark family mountain ranch in Idaho on June 21, 1947, followed by a six-week honeymoon driving an old DeSoto convertible through Mexico. Their marriage, already fueled by a mixture of love and politics, would prove to be sustained by both: Bethine would become Frank Church’s most important political adviser and confidante throughout his career. (The fact that, back in the 1890s, William Borah had also married the daughter of an Idaho governor, Mary McConnell Borah, may not have gone unnoticed by Frank Church.)


In the fall of 1947, Church started at Harvard Law School. But he and his wife struggled with life in Cambridge, especially after she became pregnant and he began to suffer severe back pains that his doctors didn’t understand. Church also had no interest in following his classmates onto the traditional Harvard Law career path that led to an elite Eastern law firm. He was eager to return to the West.


He transferred back to Stanford’s Law School, and in 1948 his son, Frank Forrester Church IV, was born in Palo Alto. But the return to California did not ease his back pain.


Months of serious back pains gave way to groin pains, and in 1949 an operation finally revealed that Church had testicular cancer. “When I was wheeled into the recovery room, the doctors told [Bethine] it was cancer and that it was very, very serious,” Church later wrote in a first-person account of his bout with cancer in Good Housekeeping magazine. “They’d removed a tumor, together with the lymph nodes and glands on my left side all the way up to my kidney. They didn’t think further surgery would be of any use. They told Bethine to prepare for the worst—that I probably had no more than six months to live.”






[image: image]

Frank and Bethine Church at their wedding on June 21, 1947.








Church got better news a week later. Doctors at Stanford Medical School discovered that he had seminoma, a less-extreme form of testicular cancer that could be treated through the use of radiation. Frank Church had a chance to survive, but his treatment was still limited by the medical knowledge and technology available in the late 1940s.


For seven weeks he underwent deep X-ray therapy, exposing him to brutal levels of radiation designed to kill any remaining cancer cells. The radiation worked, but at a terrible cost: “The X ray slowly burned my flesh purple,” he would later recall, “and left me feeling terribly nauseated.” Bethine was barely able to help him keep down fluids and food in between fits of vomiting; through trial and error, they discovered that his system could handle lamb chops, baked potatoes, and root beer. “I was able to drink root beer and more root beer and keep it down. I had a glass of it in front of me all the time,” he wrote. Still, by the end of the treatments he weighed just 90 pounds.


Church became deeply depressed when there was a brief fear that his cancer had spread. “It was the lowest I’d ever been in my life,” he wrote. But it was a false alarm; his treatments worked, and Church soon began to recover.


Surviving cancer convinced Church that he didn’t have time to wait. “I think having cancer made it harder on him in some ways and maybe it made it easier on him in some ways,” Bethine Church said later. “I think Frank was never as willing to take a risk as I have been, [but] I think having cancer made him much more willing to take a risk.” In fact, Church later said that his brush with death from cancer convinced him that he shouldn’t accept gradual progress in his career. He told himself that he might not live long, and so he had to take risks, and right away, while he was still young. For Frank Church, that meant going back home to Idaho and gambling big in politics.


Footnote
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1 During that same period in the immediate aftermath of Pearl Harbor, Bethine’s father—Idaho governor Chase Clark—was leaving behind a racist legacy in connection with one of the worst acts of injustice in modern American history: the U.S. government’s internment of thousands of Japanese Americans. President Roosevelt ordered Japanese Americans living on the West Coast to be interned in 10 camps, including one in Idaho. When the Army announced in April 1942 that it planned to build an internment camp in Idaho, Governor Clark opposed the idea—but only because he didn’t want any Japanese-American internees in the state. “I realize we’ve got to put them some place, but I don’t trust any of them,” Clark said. A month later, he said in a speech that Japanese “act like rats” and said they should all be sent “back to Japan, then sink the island.” Clark finally agreed to the construction of a camp, but only after Idaho’s powerful agricultural interests convinced him they needed the cheap farm labor the internees could provide. The Minidoka internment camp near Twin Falls, in southern Idaho, eventually held about 13,000 Japanese Americans. After Chase Clark lost his bid for reelection in 1942, Roosevelt named him a federal judge.















CHAPTER 3



“If you don’t run you will never get there”


IN THE YEARS after World War II, Idaho was a Republican-leaning state, but it wasn’t impossible for Democrats to win statewide elections. There were still strains of left-wing populism that dated back to the early days of labor unrest in the minefields of northern Idaho, and the New Deal had won over a generation of voters. Franklin Roosevelt won Idaho in every presidential election from 1932 through 1944, and Harry Truman carried it in 1948. In the 1950s, Republican president Dwight Eisenhower was overwhelmingly popular in Idaho, but ticket-splitting between candidates from opposing parties was relatively common and Democrats had some success.


Frank Church came home from California and took a government job to pay the bills while he dived into politics in Boise. He won a leadership role in the Boise-area Democratic Party, which was weak at the time, and in 1952 gave the keynote speech at the party’s state convention and ran for the state legislature. He lost the race, but not his taste for politics.


He also became head of the Idaho branch of Crusade for Freedom, a campaign established in the 1950s ostensibly to help raise funds for Radio Free Europe. Church did so well with the fundraising drive that he was invited, along with other leading volunteers, to travel to West Berlin.


But the truth was that Crusade for Freedom was nothing more than an anti-Communist propaganda campaign designed to hide the fact that the CIA provided the funding for Radio Free Europe—part of the CIA’s larger efforts to influence media around the world. Church would learn about the CIA’s involvement only years later, after he was in the Senate, and that revelation was just the first of many that would make him question the spy agency’s role in American society. “That was the beginning of my disillusionment,” he later said.
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Frank Church speaks on behalf of Crusade for Freedom in the 1950s, before his election to the Senate.
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By early 1956, Frank Church decided he would skip any further local political races. He was going to challenge Herman Welker for a seat in the United States Senate.


Welker was a former Los Angeles lawyer who had returned to his home state of Idaho to get into politics, and was first elected to the Senate in 1950. That was the year Senator Joseph McCarthy, a Republican from Wisconsin, launched his red-baiting witch hunt, and Welker quickly began to model his fledgling political career after him. Welker became so closely identified with McCarthy that he earned the nickname “Little Joe from Idaho.”


In February 1950, McCarthy burst out of the obscurity of the Senate’s backbenches and onto the national stage with an infamous speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, claiming, with no evidence, that he had a list of 205 Communist Party members who worked in the State Department.


Within months, Welker, not yet elected to the Senate, was emulating McCarthy. On July 4, 1950, in a campaign speech in eastern Idaho, Welker announced darkly that he knew of “87 Communists in Idaho.” It was a total fabrication, but the ploy worked, and Welker was elected that fall.


Once in the Senate, Welker continued to copy McCarthy, spending most of his time on red-baiting rather than on issues affecting Idaho. Photographs from his time in the Senate show that he even had the same kind of dark-circled eyes and menacing looks that were McCarthy’s trademark.


Frank Church decided to run against Welker almost on impulse. He wanted to take a risk and try for a major office, and Welker’s Senate seat was the next one up for grabs. “I’m not so sure that there was that much thought given to it, whether or not it was the right year for Frank to run,” said Carl Burke, his longtime friend who served as his campaign manager in 1956 and in later races. “I remember in the early part of 1956, Frank began to talk about the possibility of running for Senate on the theory that if you don’t run you will never get there.”


At first, Church’s family and friends were skeptical of his longshot bid. They thought Church was too young and too unknown, and not yet ready to take on a nasty Republican incumbent like Welker, who would likely resort to mudslinging and dirty tricks to stay in office. Church would also be going against a Republican national tide, since Eisenhower was running for reelection in 1956 and seemed headed for a landslide victory.


But Church believed in his own ability to persuade, and that his mastery of public speaking and his ability to clearly explain his views could win over people who might otherwise think he was too young or too liberal. He and his wife were willing to get in their four-door Kaiser sedan and drive up and down Idaho, talking to voters in every high-school gym in the state, if that’s what it took.


Church first had to win the Democratic primary, and that meant emerging from a crowded field that featured former Senator Glen Taylor, a country-western singer and entertainer who had become a constant presence on the ballot in Idaho since he first ran for the Senate in 1940. Taylor had won a single term in the Senate in 1944, but Democratic leaders had come to consider him little more than a gadfly after he left the party in 1948 to be Henry Wallace’s running mate on the left-wing Progressive Party ticket against President Harry Truman. When Taylor ran for reelection to the Senate in 1950, the Democratic establishment was determined to defeat him. Party leaders backed a primary challenge by former senator D. Worth Clark, Bethine Church’s cousin (whose wife, Virgil, had helped Bethine track down Frank at Camp Ritchie during World War II). Clark used the Republican playbook against Taylor, attacking him as a Communist dupe, and defeated Taylor in the primary. Clark then lost to Welker in the general election.
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Frank and Bethine Church posing with Bethine’s mother, Jean Clark, while campaigning for Frank’s first Senate race in 1956.








Despite the party’s opposition to Taylor, he was not going to be a pushover for Church. Taylor was a strong-willed liberal who was far ahead of his time; while running for vice president in 1948, he was arrested and roughed up in Birmingham, Alabama, for attempting to address an integrated campaign event. Taylor had a loyal base of liberal supporters, and with six candidates in the crowded primary in 1956, in which the centrist Democratic vote could be divided, he had a good chance of emerging as the party’s nominee.


What’s more, Taylor now detested the Democratic Party establishment just as much as they hated him, and he saw the young Frank Church as nothing more than a puppet of the most powerful Democratic family in the state. (On the campaign trail, Frank Church did not talk about his own brief flirtation with Henry Wallace in the 1940s.)


The Clarks had denied Taylor an election once before, and he was convinced they were trying to do so again—even if no one with the Clark family name was on the ballot. “The Clark political dynasty had run out of blood-line relatives to carry on their activities, so in this 1956 election they had to place their bets on Frank Church, a young attorney,” Taylor later wrote in his memoir. “He became the dynasty’s last hope by virtue of the fact that he was married to Chase Clark’s daughter.”


Herman Welker was eager to run against Taylor, who he thought would be easy to beat in the general election. In August, Welker predicted that Taylor would win the upcoming Democratic primary. “Glen Taylor will be nominated by the Democrats,” Welker said in a newspaper interview. “And I hope so, because I look forward to defeating him in November.”


Church and Taylor emerged as the two main contenders for the Democratic nomination, and the August primary was a seesaw battle. When the first results came in, Taylor was leading and seemed to have the election won. But a late surge helped Church, and he was declared the winner by 200 votes.


“Organization Democrats in Idaho are jubilant this week because they have finally dumped Glen Taylor,” observed the Spokesman-Review, a Spokane Washington newspaper that was influential in nearby northern Idaho.


But Taylor was furious and deeply suspicious, especially after the state admitted a few days after the election that a typographical error in the official results had given 30 extra votes to Church, making the true margin of victory just 170 votes. Idaho officials said they could not order a recount because state law made no provision for one.


Taylor charged that Church and the Democratic establishment had stolen the primary, and began his own freelance voting-fraud investigation, focusing on the results in the town of Mountain Home in southern Idaho, where he had received far fewer votes than he had in previous elections. Taylor went door-to-door in Mountain Home, asking people how they had voted. The police in Mountain Home pulled him in to meet the mayor, who told Taylor that he had to stop his canvassing because the mayor’s office had received complaints that Taylor was bothering people. But the county attorney told Taylor he could continue, and he finished his count in one precinct of Mountain Home. Taylor claimed his count showed that more people had voted for him than had been officially recorded.


In September, Taylor went to the Democratic state convention to confront Church, hoping to get him to agree to a recount of six precincts in Mountain Home. But when Taylor arrived at the convention, he found that many of his own supporters now wanted him to drop his fight and back Church. He claimed that a group of “friends,” acting as intermediaries, offered him $9,000 if he would drop his investigation in Mountain Home and give ten campaign speeches on behalf of Church.


“The offer, of course, was an attempt to bribe me,” Taylor wrote in his 1979 memoir. “I was broke, in debt and had no idea what I would do to earn a living, much less how to pay off my debts.”


Taylor claimed he rejected the offer, and Church repeatedly denied that any such offer had ever been made. Taylor went back to Mountain Home to get voters to sign affidavits. But the police and mayor kept trying to stop him, and Taylor finally dropped his fraud investigation.
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Ignoring Taylor, Church focused instead on Welker, who now looked vulnerable. Welker had angered the Republican establishment in Washington by openly criticizing Eisenhower, and he had voted against key White House initiatives while targeting administration officials for red-baiting investigations.


Although there had been scant local press coverage of the worst scandal involving Welker—a scandal that the Church campaign knew about—his reputation had still started to sink in Idaho. He had largely ignored the state for six years while pursuing his McCarthy-style witch-hunts, and as a result had little support among Idaho’s Republican leaders. Welker had attracted four challengers in the Republican primary, managing to win with fewer than half the votes.


Meanwhile, rumors about Welker’s drinking and erratic behavior were becoming widespread in Boise. Welker “was subject to fits of melancholia and violent outbursts of temper,” Taylor recalled in his memoir. “He had become paranoid, was carrying a gun.”


At this point, Church’s allies were prepared to use the dirt they had quietly gathered on Welker—much of which was readily available from the national press. The opposition-research pamphlet they wrote—The Shameful Record of Herman Welker!—put all the dirt they had collected on Welker together in one place.


Among many other things, the pamphlet referred to his role in a blackmail scheme that led to the suicide of a Democratic senator, and also included a reprint of a New York Daily News story about a mysterious dockside meeting between Welker and a group of New York mobsters in 1955, topped by a question in large red letters: “Are headlines like these a credit to the state of Idaho?”


“What kind of a man is Herman Welker?” the pamphlet asked. “In his six short years in Washington, Welker has acquired a reputation as a domineering and arrogant person. Washington newspapermen covering the Senate have often expressed their disrespect for him. Welker has openly abused the president, his associates, and his program… committee hearings have seen Welker explode into violence, cursing and calling names.”


Church’s campaign staff and allies were planning to distribute the pamphlet throughout the state, hopefully torpedoing Welker’s campaign just before the election.


But Frank Church said no.


When he first saw the pamphlet, “I looked at it in horror,” he later remembered. “I told them to burn them.” He ordered that all 50,000 copies of the pamphlet be set ablaze in the alley behind his campaign headquarters in downtown Boise, insisting that an aide “stand by the incinerator until every last one of them was turned to ash,” recalled Church’s son in his memoir.


Church told his staff that he wanted to focus on the issues and on Welker’s record. He didn’t want to win by getting down in the gutter with him. “I always had a feeling of relief,” Church later recalled, “that I never circulated that kind of material about Herman Welker.”
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When Frank Church refused to use the pamphlet and ordered the copies burned, it was one of the defining moments of his life. It set the stage for a political career in which he sought to battle on the issues, rather than through mudslinging.


But the truth was that when he ran for reelection in 1956, Herman Welker had plenty to answer for, most notably the blackmail scheme that led to the suicide of another senator—one of the ugliest episodes in the history of the United States Senate.


Two years before the 1956 campaign, at 8:30 a.m. on June 19, 1954, Senator Lester Hunt of Wyoming had walked into the Senate’s office building. It was a Saturday morning, and the building’s hallways were nearly empty. Under his coat, Hunt carried a .22 caliber rifle.


Elevator operator Ronald Maurice took Hunt up to the third floor. Hunt entered his personal office, closed the door, and shot himself. An affable first-term Democrat, a former governor, dentist, and one-time semipro baseball player, Hunt was 61.


Mike Manatos, a Hunt aide, soon arrived and found Hunt in his office. The Wyoming senator was pronounced dead at 12:32 p.m. at Casualty Hospital on Capitol Hill.


Nationally syndicated columnist Drew Pearson soon broke the explosive story behind Hunt’s suicide. For months, Pearson revealed, Hunt had been the victim of a blackmail scheme by two fellow senators: Herman Welker of Idaho and Senator Styles Bridges of New Hampshire.


Their scheme was a poisonous product of McCarthyism. A year earlier, in June 1953, Hunt’s son, Lester Jr., had been arrested in Lafayette Park near the White House for soliciting an undercover Washington police officer. At the time, police in Washington and other major cities often ran undercover sting operations to ambush and arrest homosexuals. Hunt’s son was not prosecuted, and the case was quietly dropped. The matter seemed closed until Welker and Bridges heard about the case and realized they could use it as a weapon against one of their Senate enemies. Both Bridges and Welker—but particularly Welker—were ardent McCarthy disciples, and the persecution of homosexuals was an ugly element of McCarthyism.


Lester Hunt became a target of Welker and Bridges because he was one of Joe McCarthy’s most scathing critics in the Senate, and was one of the first senators to try to stop him. He had an early glimpse of McCarthy’s demagoguery when he served on a Senate panel investigating accusations that the U.S. Army had mistreated German prisoners of war who had been involved in a massacre of American soldiers who had surrendered during the Battle of the Bulge in World War II. Although McCarthy was not on the committee, he intervened in order to defend the Germans and attack the U.S. Army. Before he discovered anti-Communism as his cause, McCarthy turned the 1949 hearings into his own vehicle for publicity as a boorish ally of the SS officers who had slaughtered American prisoners. He viciously berated U.S. Army officers who testified before the committee.


When McCarthy launched his red-baiting campaign the following year, Hunt saw through him, and in response introduced legislation to eliminate the legal immunity extended to speeches in the Senate. McCarthy was using his Senate immunity to libel and slander government officials, and Hunt believed that McCarthy wouldn’t continue if his immunity was lifted.


In a speech on the Senate floor in support of his legislation in December 1950, Hunt complained that, unless the law was changed and immunity removed, senators with “deep seated and malicious hatred of any person” could stand up on the Senate floor and lie about them with impunity. They could accuse their enemies of “evil, vile and contemptible crimes,” including treason. Senators who did so faced no consequences “for the destruction of our enemy’s character, the loss of a good reputation… or for any unfair, unjust, evil consequence which may follow.”


Hunt didn’t mention McCarthy by name in his speech, but everyone knew who he was talking about. The anti-immunity legislation failed, but Hunt gained quiet plaudits from other senators who were also getting fed up with McCarthy.


Hunt also found McCarthy appalling on a personal level. Hunt’s son later recalled that his father considered McCarthy to be “an opportunist and liar and drunk.” The two men had to share a hotel room once when their plane was forced down in Pittsburgh, and Hunt’s son recalled that his father “felt unclean about having associated with that person. He really had a strong dislike for him personally.”


But his opposition to Joe McCarthy brought Hunt dangerous enemies, especially Herman Welker, McCarthy’s hatchet man. So when he heard about the arrest of Hunt’s son, Welker saw his chance for revenge.


To make their blackmail scheme work against Hunt, Welker and Bridges got down in the weeds of the solicitation case against his son. They met with local Washington, D.C., police officers and began pressuring them to reopen the case and seek Lester Hunt Jr.’s prosecution.


Meanwhile, Welker contacted an intermediary in order to pass a threatening message to Senator Hunt. He called Glenn “Red” Jacoby, the athletic director at the University of Wyoming, who knew Hunt well from Hunt’s time as Wyoming governor. Jacoby had also known Welker as a child growing up in Idaho. Welker called him and told Jacoby to tell Hunt, who was up for reelection in 1954, that unless he quit the Senate, his son would face prosecution, and the story of his son’s case and accusations of his homosexuality would be publicized all over Wyoming.


Either through Jacoby or other go-betweens, the threat got back to Hunt. Hunt refused to back down, or to give in to the blackmail.


But Welker and Bridges kept up the pressure, and the case against Hunt’s son was revived. He was charged and convicted in a brief trial in October 1953. For his “crime,” he paid a $100 fine.


Over the following months, Hunt continued to fight the threats from Welker and Bridges to publicize the case in Wyoming. But finally the strain became too great, and Lester Hunt shot himself.


Hunt had confided in Drew Pearson about the blackmail plot against him in December 1953, but Pearson did not report on it until after Hunt’s death. Because he had known about the blackmail plot for so long, Pearson was able to publish a column about it almost immediately after Hunt’s suicide, naming Welker and Bridges as the culprits. “The incident was one of the lowest types of political pressure this writer has seen in many years,” Pearson wrote.


“Lester Hunt, a much more sensitive soul than his colleagues realized, just could not bear the thought of having his son’s misfortunes become the subject of whispers in his re-election campaign,” Pearson wrote. “Those must have been some of the worries that troubled Senator Hunt as he left his home early the other morning, a .22 rifle half-hidden under his coat.”


Drew Pearson’s column was so shocking that many other journalists in Washington shied away from following up on the story, especially after Welker and Bridges denied the blackmail charge and threatened to take legal action against Pearson. Welker and Bridges persuaded a Washington police officer to sign an affidavit denying some of the story’s details—without really disputing the fact that the two senators had pressured the police to prosecute Hunt’s son. Welker even made a point of participating in a eulogy for Hunt at a Senate memorial service.


The Senate took no action against Welker or Bridges, and never conducted any investigation into the circumstances surrounding Hunt’s death. Welker never expressed any remorse.


Herman Welker seemed to have emerged largely unscathed from his role in the blackmail scheme against the tragic Lester Hunt, and, as he began to gear up for reelection in early 1956, there was still no sign that anyone back in Idaho could beat him.


He had not expected Frank Church.
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Even without slinging mud, Church was confident by late October that he had Welker on the run. Welker was refusing to debate him, and wouldn’t “come out and fight,” Church said. In an October 29, 1956 story in the Times-News of Twin Falls, Idaho, Church noted wryly that he had traveled to Burley, Idaho for a scheduled debate with Welker, but when he arrived, he found that Welker had not come in person, “substituting in his place a phonograph record in which he hurled peevish charges at me. I have never before been called upon to conduct a debate with a phonograph record.” The next day, Welker told the Burley newspaper that it was a “regrettable snafu” that he hadn’t appeared in person.


Church hammered away on a key issue—that Welker had been a frequent critic of the popular Eisenhower, and had often voted against Eisenhower’s programs in the Senate. It may have seemed like an odd tactic for a Democrat to criticize a Republican for not being Republican enough. But it was Church’s way of convincing voters who planned to vote for Eisenhower in 1956 that they should split their ticket and also vote for Church.


To counter Church, Welker received only tepid support from the Republican Party; his battles with the Eisenhower White House were now coming back to haunt him. Eisenhower did not come to Idaho to campaign for Welker, instead sending only a bland letter of endorsement. “Of course, you and I have differed on certain issues over the past three and a half years, and I have been informed that these differences have been exploited in this campaign,” Eisenhower’s letter stated. “Unfortunately, little recognition has been given to the many times you have whole-heartedly supported the Administration in advancing key parts of its program.” Welker featured the letter in a newspaper campaign ad, but it only served to underline Eisenhower’s lack of enthusiasm.


But just as it seemed that Church was cruising to victory, Glen Taylor resurfaced, announcing he was running as a write-in independent. Taylor splashed an ad across local newspapers in Idaho, explaining that he was reentering the race to save voters from having to choose between a “McCarthyite and a front man for a corrupt machine.” In his ad, Taylor went public with his allegation that “Church and his machine” tried to pay him $9,000 “to forget a recount and campaign for Church.”


“Why are you so desperately afraid of a recount, Mr. Church?” asked the Taylor advertisement.


Taylor’s belated reentry threatened to divide the Democratic vote and hand the election to Welker. State Democratic chairman John Glasby angrily told reporters that Welker and Taylor had formed an “unholy alliance” to defeat Church.


Many years later, Taylor admitted that Glasby was right: his write-in campaign was bankrolled by Welker, Taylor wrote in his memoir. When he decided to launch his write-in campaign, Taylor revealed, he went to Welker for money, and Welker gave him $35,000. “Welker was the darling of the most reactionary elements in the nation, as well as in the state,” Taylor wrote. “Those eastern and Texas reactionary McCarthyites! That’s where the real dough was, and Welker would have plenty… Welker’s campaign was going badly. His only hope—if indeed he had any hope—was my write-in campaign… I could shake Welker down.”


But Taylor’s last-minute write-in campaign fizzled.


Church won the Senate election with more than 56 percent of the vote, nearly matching Eisenhower’s 61 percent margin in Idaho in the presidential election. Taylor received only 13,415 write-in votes, and was not a factor in the election.


Frank Church, newly elected United States Senator, was just 32 years old. He had just helped vanquish McCarthyism.


Herman Welker died of a brain tumor in October 1957, two years before the publication of Advise and Consent, Allen Drury’s best-selling fictionalized account of the Hunt suicide and blackmail plot. After Welker’s death, Frank Church and others in Idaho and Washington wondered whether an undiagnosed brain tumor could explain at least some of Welker’s erratic behavior, including rumors about his drinking.


In January 1958, a full year after Frank Church had been sworn into office as a United States Senator from Idaho, Glen Taylor sent Church a letter asking him to take a polygraph test about the voting results in the 1956 primary.


Church ignored the letter.
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