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Man has no mean; his mirrors distort;

His greenest arcadias have ghosts too;

His utopias tempt to eternal youth

Or self-slaughter.

W. H. AUDEN, from “The Age of Anxiety,” 1947








PREFACE [image: ]


The kernel of this book took seed in a fecund bog of my own experiences and memories. I grew up in the 1980s, when the end of the Cold War loomed but most Americans believed that the rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union was once again dangerously close to armed conflict. Ronald Reagan set the tone with his anti-Communist rhetoric, his dramatic increases in defense spending, and the Strategic Defense Initiative, nicknamed Star Wars, which appeared in the popular imagination to be an invitation to nuclear war (few appreciated his commitment to arms control or his embrace of Mikhail Gorbachev, both of which helped usher the Cold War to the exit).

Along with Reagan’s hardline stance came a revival of anti-Soviet, anti-Communist culture. First Blood, a thoughtful, taut thriller about a troubled Vietnam veteran released in 1982, was followed by two blunderbuss sequels, in which John Rambo is sent to various corners of the world to fight sneering Communists. He was just one of many such heroes in an era overflowing with patriotic dross: Red Dawn, Firefox, Rocky IV, Top Gun. We had video games like Rush’n Attack and Conflict and NATO Commander, and books by Tom Clancy, Harold Coyle, and Len Deighton.

It was inevitable that, in such a time, insults like “commie” and “pinko” were commonplace, and, at least in the Southern suburban world of my childhood, a suspicion of all things left-wing appeared in everyday life. I suppose I was abnormal in my childhood attention to what my teachers and parents said, but I recall, among other episodes, my fourth-grade teacher telling my class that Norman Lear was a dangerous Communist sympathizer, coming nightly through the nation’s television sets. I was also aware, when I was a bit older, that all of this had a much more pernicious precedent. My grandfather was a career FBI agent, having joined the bureau during World War II, and he recounted stories of implementing loyalty tests for the federal government in the late 1940s. The trials of figures like Alger Hiss and the Rosenbergs were still recent memories for many Americans, and they filtered into punch lines and story lines on TV and in movies.

Part of the opposition to Reagan came from people who had gone through the Red Scare and McCarthyism, and in news articles and TV shows they warned of a new assault on civil liberties. Along the way I picked up bits of trivia—gathered string, as a reporter would say. My high school’s nickname on the football field was the Big Red, but during the 1950s, it switched to the Big Maroon. An explanation was never given, as far as I could find, but perhaps none was necessary. The Cincinnati Reds did something similar, becoming the Redlegs in 1953.

All of this flowed into that bog of curiosity, out of which grew the idea for this book. I wanted, first of all, to explain to myself what the Red Scare was all about. I am in general fascinated by the way in which culture influences politics, and vice versa, how unspoken but widely shared ideas and hatreds and passions drive historical change. I was also skeptical of the conventional explanations for the Red Scare, that it was merely an American witch hunt. Around the time I graduated high school, the federal government revealed the Venona program, which had captured secret Soviet communications and which, once decoded, offered compelling proof that figures like Hiss and the Rosenbergs and the leadership of the American Communist Party had, in fact, worked for the Soviet Union and against the United States. There was substance to concerns about Soviet infiltration. But it remained clear that the response, in the form of blacklists and congressional investigations and book bans and loyalty tests, went so far beyond what was necessary that something else was in the mix. Explaining that “something else” became a driving force for this book.

At the same time, I had a forward-looking interest as well. This is a work of history, and as such it is not concerned with drawing parallels between the past and the present. I leave it up to the reader to find those as they will; it is my hope and expectation that different people will find different interpretations of the story I tell here, based on their own values and biases. But I nevertheless felt that there was a throughline to be found running from the era of the Red Scare to our current political moment. Another abiding interest of mine is the way in which culture changes, but as it does it retains elements of its previous forms, so that when we speak about some arbitrary unit like “the Sixties” or “the New Deal era” we must also look at everything that precedes it, follows it, and surrounds it. The Truman era and the Eisenhower era were not distinct and separate from each other, constituted de novo on Inauguration Day. Even the Reagan era retained influences from those bygone times. Cultural change cannot be tracked linearly or clearly; rather, it is genealogical, with traces of genetic bits passing down through the ages even as it incorporates new material, in the same way my children look and act like themselves, but also like their Scottish and Eastern European ancestors.

It is my premise, in this book, that something similar can be said about the Red Scare. That it ended for most Americans, there is no question. But it didn’t end for everyone. The fact that diehard McCarthyites and other anti-Communists found themselves shut out of mainstream politics by the late 1950s only added to their conviction that a great conspiracy was afoot. That sort of passion does not go away. In his novel The Plague, Albert Camus writes that the “plague bacillus never dies or disappears for good; that it can lie dormant for years and years in furniture and linen chests; that it bides its time in bedrooms, cellars, trunks, and bookshelves,” ready to spring to life again. Something similar happened in the 1950s, which is to say also the 1960s and ’70s and, I believe, on up through today. There is a lineage to the American hard right of today, and to understand it, we need to understand its roots in the Red Scare. It did not originate then, nor is Trumpism and the MAGA movement the same as McCarthyism and the John Birch Society. But there is a line linking them. This book is not an attempt to map out that entire historical thread. I merely want to suggest, and demonstrate, that it had a particular moment in the late 1940s and in a certain political and cultural context, and that knowing where we are today requires understanding where we were then.

A note on terminology: Whenever I mentioned that I was writing a book on the Red Scare, I got one of two responses, depending on how I framed it. If I said, “I am writing a book on the Red Scare,” someone would inevitably say, “Oh, which one?” And if I said, “I am writing a book on the Second Red Scare,” someone would say, “Oh, there were two?” There was indeed a “first” Red Scare, in the immediate aftermath of World War I, and I discuss it in the first few chapters of this book. But it is also true that unlike, say, World War I and World War II, the later appearance of a similar event did not lead people to revise their naming conventions. No one says “the first Red Scare” and “the second Red Scare.” Doing so is awkward and, I feel, a bit pedantic. In the interest of avoiding both those charges, I do not refer to the phenomenon discussed in this book as the “second Red Scare,” though strictly speaking that is what it was. I hope that readers will forgive the omission, but also appreciate it.






PROLOGUE [image: ]


Helen Reid Bryan—fifty-one years old, a touch above five feet tall, with dark brown hair in a tight bun and a thinning face framed by black-rimmed glasses—sat in a leather-backed chair, staring at the congressmen with contempt. She was in a hearing chamber on Capitol Hill, alone, testifying before the seven members of the House Committee on Un-American Activities, better known, with its initials slightly rearranged, as HUAC. It was the morning of January 24, 1946. Through tall windows that opened onto the U.S. Capitol, she could see gusts of winter wind kicking up wisps of snow along Independence Avenue. An FBI report had described her as “believed Jewish,” though in fact she descended from Protestant ministers and Virginia gentry. Another report accused her of being a secret agent for the Soviet Union.

Bryan was appearing that morning as the executive secretary of a small, New York–based charity called the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee. It raised funds for the surviving victims of the Spanish Civil War, thousands of whom were crammed into camps on the French side of the border with Spain. The group used the money to arrange for doctors and aid to the camps, as well as passage for a small number of refugees to Mexico and Cuba, two of the only countries that would take them. HUAC had accused the group of being a Communist scam, taking money from unsuspecting donors and using it to spread radical propaganda, and even to pay off Soviet operatives. In December 1945 it had ordered Bryan to hand over her group’s records. That was unnecessary: The refugee committee had long been registered with a federal board, to which Bryan dutifully submitted its records every quarter. HUAC could already see whatever it wanted. It subpoenaed her anyway, just before Christmas.

A month later, Bryan took a sleeper train from New York, along with more than two hundred supporters who gathered with her that morning outside the building. She addressed them briefly, after which they funneled into various congressional offices, hoping to find sympathetic representatives to plead her case. Neither they, nor her lawyer, were allowed inside the hearing room. Bryan entered the chamber bearing only her caracal fur coat. She carried no documents.

No one who knew her would have been surprised at Helen Bryan’s defiance. She had always been her own person. She had grown up with all the trappings of white Protestant privilege: Her mother was an heiress to a Virginia cotton fortune, her father a Princeton-trained Presbyterian minister. But in college, at Wellesley, she had struck out on her own, joining protests in favor of Black civil rights and against American involvement in World War I. After graduating, and against her family’s insistent wishes that she get married and settle down, she lived the Bohemian life on Waverly Place in Greenwich Village, where she mixed it up with the neighborhood’s progressive set. She worked for the YMCA, which sent her to Africa to participate in a global conference on racial equality; returning home, she organized a biracial civil rights group at Swarthmore College and later helped run the pacifist American League for Peace and Democracy. She corresponded with famed Black intellectuals like W. E. B. Du Bois, worked alongside the diplomat Ralph Bunche, and became close friends with Paul Robeson, the singer and progressive activist. Helen Bryan had stood up to prejudice and bullies all her life. She was not going to back down now.

After some formalities the committee’s chief counsel asked Bryan if she understood the nature of the subpoena. She nodded.

“I now call upon you to produce these papers, documents and records, in accordance with the demand made by the committee,” the counsel said.

Bryan had brought a statement, and she wanted to read it. A committee staff member had told her she could. “I am informed,” she said, “by—”

“Mr. Chairman,” interrupted Representative John Rankin of Mississippi. “I demand to know whether or not the witness is sworn to produce these records.” Rankin was Capitol Hill’s most outspoken white supremacist and the puppet master behind HUAC. A powerful Southern Democrat, he had saved the committee from dissolution at the end of World War II, then used his political might to funnel resources into it. It was Rankin who had zeroed in on Bryan’s group, hoping that exposing them could lead further into what he believed was a vast conspiracy tying together Communists, liberals, and the administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt in one tidy package. “The question,” he drawled, “calls for ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ ”

“She is fixing to answer,” replied Chairman John Wood of Georgia, officially in charge of the committee but in practice often brushed aside by Rankin.

“We don’t need any speech,” Rankin said. “If she is going to refuse—”

“Well,” Bryan said, interrupting, “I would like to ask the chairman—”

Now Rankin was fuming. “The question is, are you going to produce those records?”

“I would like to make my statement with regard to that.”

“We don’t need that,” Rankin spat.

And so it went, back and forth, for nearly five minutes. Finally, Wood intervened. “The committee is not concerned about your reasons,” he told Bryan. “The committee is concerned about whether or not you are going to produce them or not. Are you, or are you not?”

“No,” Bryan said.

“That’s all, Mr. Chairman,” Rankin said, not waiting for Wood to reply.

“You may be excused,” Wood said.

“And I can’t read my statement?” Bryan knew the answer but asked anyway.

“You can leave it,” Wood said, meaning that the statement would be added to the record, but without the committee having to listen to her read it.

“No, don’t let her leave it,” Rankin ordered Wood.

“I have no objection to her leaving it,” Wood said.

An aide showed Bryan out, so the committee could confer in private. When she was allowed back in, Rankin had won. She would not be allowed to submit her statement for the record. The committee then moved to hold her in contempt of Congress, a charge that, if approved by the entire House and picked up by the Justice Department, almost certainly meant prison. It passed, seven to zero.

Bryan’s appearance and the committee’s vote drew only minor notice in the newspapers, just a few column-inches on the inside pages of The Washington Post and The New York Times. But on February 5, 1946, the editorial board of the Post let loose. “Miss Bryan has not been in contempt of Congress; she had only been in contempt of a committee which has itself been contemptuous of its congressional mandate and of the democratic process,” the board wrote. “The only sure way to curb the Un-American Activities Committee is to abolish it.”

Congress did not, in fact, abolish HUAC. Instead, it became the vanguard force driving a decade-long campaign of intolerance and political oppression, the likes of which the United States had never experienced: the Red Scare. Feeding off the fever dream fear of Communist infiltration into America’s schools, movie studios, libraries, military bases, and college classrooms, HUAC was the first wave in a storm of investigations, loyalty programs, book bans, and public ostracisms that destroyed thousands of careers and lives.

In a ritual that began with Bryan and would soon become numbingly common, over the next decade the committee called elementary school teachers, movie stars, longshoremen, and diplomats to its chambers to perform the same degradation ceremony. If they refused—to hand over documents, to name names, to admit membership in the Communist Party—they went to jail. If they did as they were ordered, they were punished by the public, fired from their jobs, shunned by their neighbors, and turned away by friends.

For the vast majority of the accused, no solid evidence of party membership, let alone disloyalty to America, was ever on offer from the committee. It was enough to be suspected, sometimes by simple association. Suspicion became a kind of smoke taint, easily wafting from one person to the next, so that friends who did not immediately shun an alleged Communist would themselves come under doubt. All it took was a single pointing finger to destroy a life. Thousands suffered during the Red Scare. Helen Bryan was the first.



The Red Scare was about many things, but above all it arose from the intersection of two powerful impulses coursing through American society in the immediate aftermath of World War II. One was a long-simmering conflict in which social conservatives faced off against the progressives of the New Deal. The other was the sudden, terrifying onset of the Cold War, with its prospects for a nuclear-tipped global conflict and the ensuing, all-consuming demand for loyalty. Together, these impulses unleashed an unprecedented period of political hysteria. When they finally diverged in the mid-1950s, they left behind new animosities and alignments that continued to shape—and distort—American politics for decades to follow.

The Red Scare was, first of all, a cultural war, pitting two visions for America against each other, one progressive, one conservative. The progressive vision emerged from darkness. Millions of Americans had been shocked into action by the dislocations of the Great Depression: Between 1929 and 1933 some nine thousand banks had failed, manufacturing output had dropped by 30 percent, and a quarter of all workers had been left unemployed. A massive drought turned vast patches of the Midwest into a dusty wasteland that sent countless farm families on the move, relocating to the West Coast in search of work. Shantytowns sprouted in Los Angeles, New York, Washington, and dozens of other cities.

In response, a new spirit of political engagement swept across the country. Helen Bryan was one of millions to heed the call. Labor organizers who had once struggled to rally workers found their union rolls overflowing with a rank-and-file membership eager to take on employers. Antiwar activists protested against American rearmament, while others agitated for aid to the beleaguered Spanish Republicans in their civil war against the Nazi-backed Falangists. Starting on campuses like the City College of New York, Stanford, and Swarthmore, tens of thousands of young people rallied behind the Communist-led National Student League, which led them in strikes against censorship and in support of beleaguered Kentucky miners and impoverished California farmworkers. Progressive fervor swept the land. “No man was an island,” wrote the journalist Murray Kempton, who was himself swept up in the fervor as a student at Johns Hopkins. “He could not escape history. If Madrid fell, he fell with it. In his own time, he would know the night of defeat or the morning of final victory. The instruments of his salvation were his to command.”

Such passion amid calamity inspired thoughts of a different, better society, much like the one reported to be emerging in the Soviet Union, where the cruelties of capitalism had supposedly been replaced by the humanism of a command economy. The capitalist West appeared to be collapsing; the Communist East, in contrast, was urbanizing, industrializing, and thriving, or so it sounded from the reports of the many journalists who reported back from Russia in the 1930s. Even those who did not aspire to live in a Soviet state admired its good works: It was, or so people believed, the only country helping Spanish Republicans, the only country abolishing gender and racial discrimination, the only country beating a path beyond capitalism to a bountiful, socialist future.

Helen Bryan never joined the Communist Party; just a few hundred thousand Americans ever did over its history. But tens of millions admired it. “A large segment of the progressive intellectual class was determined to credit the idea that in one country, Soviet Russia, a decisive step had been taken toward the establishment of just such a society,” wrote the literary critic Lionel Trilling. It was not a coincidence. The Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, had long demanded that Communist parties around the world separate themselves from the rest of the left. But by 1935 he had reversed himself: In the name of fighting fascism, he commanded them to build coalitions across the left—to join mainstream unions, endorse progressive Democrats, and check, for the moment, their insistence on ideological purity. They called it the Popular Front. The American party deemphasized its focus on revolutionary Marxism, so much so that by the end of the 1930s its rhetoric was often indistinguishable from strident New Dealism. “Communism,” declared the party’s leader, Earl Browder, “is 20th Century Americanism.” He went even further, claiming in 1935 that the Communists were “really the only party entitled by its program and work to designate itself as ‘sons and daughters of the American Revolution.’ ”

In big cities, especially New York and in the industrial Midwest, there were entire neighborhoods where being Communist was as normal and as admirable as being an Elk was in Indianapolis or Topeka. “You were a Communist when you went to the store to buy a bottle of milk, when you went to a movie, attended a party or a meeting, voted in the shop, sewed up the last two dresses of the day for the woman at the next machine whose kid was sick, returned a dollar to a clerk who had shortchanged himself,” Vivian Gornick wrote in her memoir-slash-oral history of the party, The Romance of American Communism. Millions more Americans joined so-called fronts—political and cultural organizations with mainstream appeal but led or influenced by Communists. There were fronts for everything. Writers and painters joined the League of American Writers. Homemakers could join the League of Women Shoppers. Some fronts kept secret about their party affiliations, while others were open, even if they disguised how much the party controlled their agendas. The American League for Peace and Democracy, which Helen Bryan helped lead in the late 1930s, was just one of many fronts organizing the masses behind foreign policies that carried universal appeal—fight fascism! Global disarmament!—but were in fact designed to suit Moscow’s interests.

The left, including many fronts, rallied to the vision of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. His domestic agenda delivered hundreds of thousands of public jobs, billions of dollars in economic support, and, above all, a “New Deal” for the American people, asserting the power of the government to create guardrails around the economy. In 1932, 49 percent of American college students supported the Republican Herbert Hoover for president; only 31 percent backed Roosevelt. Those numbers flipped, and then some, over the coming years. Hordes of young people went to work for Roosevelt’s New Deal agencies—as laborers rebuilding America’s national parks, as engineers designing dams, as economists plotting national recovery from the Great Depression. Even in the darkest moments of the 1930s, there was a feeling that, thanks to Roosevelt and the broad New Deal coalition, the country was being reborn. “I was in the grips of a new kind of patriotism,” remembered the screenwriter Walter Bernstein, “one that transcended borders and unified people.”

Roosevelt’s New Deal unleashed more than an economic transformation: It catalyzed dramatic social change. It opened doors to women and African Americans. Industrial unions, newly protected by the Labor Relations Board, catalyzed an entire culture around the American worker. Even gay men and lesbians were finding occasional refuge and opportunity to be themselves amid Washington’s fast-growing cosmopolitan culture. The old order was breaking down. A new America—egalitarian, diverse, tolerant—was emerging, tentatively but clearly. “Across the land, the fog began to lift,” wrote the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. Taken together, the 1930s left was a near-seamless spectrum, running from center-of-the-road liberals to hard-core Communists, agreeing to disagree on the details but united on the big things like racial equality, labor rights, fighting fascism, and defending the New Deal.

Yet even as many Americans came together around Roosevelt and the New Deal, a backlash was brewing. Some of the complaints were about policy. Employers resented Roosevelt’s pro-labor stance, as well as his fighting words attacking “economic royalists.” Farmers appreciated government support but hated being told what and when to plant. Southern politicians loved the outpouring of federal aid—rural electrification, roads, dams, parks—but detested the possibility that those funds might benefit their Black neighbors. The wealthy in particular hated Roosevelt, who was, after all, a patrician himself, yet railed against them, raising their taxes and regulating their businesses. And all of them loathed the hundreds of thousands of government bureaucrats brought in to operate an alphabet soup of new federal agencies. In the mid-1930s some 36,000 people joined the American Liberty League, an organization built on opposition to the New Deal. The 1937 Conservative Manifesto, a document that elucidated a common set of principles for opponents of Roosevelt and the New Deal in both parties, included as its final demand “reliance upon the American form of government and the American system of enterprise.”

The opposition was not just about policy. It was about culture. Conservatives feared the anti-capitalist rhetoric that could be heard not just along picket lines but coming from phonographs, music halls, bookshops, even Broadway. Populists like the “radio priest” Father Charles Coughlin, who had initially welcomed Roosevelt’s ascendance, turned against his pluralistic, big-government agenda, filling the airwaves with conspiracy theories steeped in nativism and anti-Semitism. Isolationists worried over Roosevelt’s rhetoric about defending rights and freedom around the world. And many cultural conservatives saw the changes wrought by the progressive thrust of the 1930s—the New Deal, civil rights, women in the workplace—as evidence that something sinister, something foreign, was creeping into the American bloodstream. Elizabeth Dilling, a well-to-do Chicago housewife who had made multiple trips to Germany in the 1930s, developed a massive following, particularly among Midwestern Protestants, with her claims that Communism was part of a Jewish plot to destroy Europe, and that the same thing was coming to America in the form of the New Deal. In speeches, pamphlets, and self-published books, she warned that Roosevelt’s “red revolutionaries” were plotting to “snap the handcuffs on the wrists of American Constitutional liberty” through progressive taxation, public works programs, and anti-monopoly regulations.

The progressives of the 1930s claimed to stand up for the Forgotten Man, but there were many Americans who felt that the New Deal had in fact forgotten them: the small-town middle class, the religious fundamentalists, the avowed white supremacists who continued to insist that America was a country founded by and for Northern Europeans. They saw an America that was increasingly urban and cosmopolitan, industrialized and regulated, diverse and tolerant, run by what they believed was a detached elite unsympathetic to the average white American. Their sense of being dispossessed fed what the historian Richard Hofstadter called the paranoid style—the easy slide into conspiracy-mongering and disinformation that has long held a small purchase on the country’s collective psyche, and which at times moves to the center of the national consciousness.

The country was changing rapidly and into something that millions of Americans could not recognize. So they lashed out. A bright thread of anti-elitism ran through the conservative populism of the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s, from Congress and HUAC to the ravings of Father Coughlin. The anger’s target was Roosevelt and his administration, which seemed, to the particularly fervid mind, singularly responsible for the changes. The paranoid style, from seventeenth-century witch hunts to the anti-Catholic fervor of the nineteenth century to the anti-immigrant racism of the early twentieth, had always sought a coherent, compelling, and simple explanation for rapid and disorienting alterations to American life. Now it was coming back in fashion.

Starting almost as soon as Roosevelt took office in 1933, this impression that the New Deal was being run by an East Coast elite fed into attacks on the administration as not just un-American, but as a tool of Soviet subversion. It became commonplace for right-wing congressmen and radio demagogues to smear the New Deal as a stalking horse for Soviet-style collectivism. Later generations would call it the “deep state,” the notion that underneath the layers of elected officials and public figures who supposedly ran the government lay the real power, a vast cadre of anonymous bureaucrats who answered to some foreign nation or ideology. One Republican congressman from Pennsylvania said the president’s National Recovery Act “Russianizes the business of America.” In 1934 Hamilton Fish, who represented Roosevelt’s home district in New York’s Hudson Valley, said, “this administration has copied the autocratic tactics of fascism, Hitlerism and communism at their worst.” Of course, the New Deal’s critics stood for a different kind of elitism, one built on inherited wealth and white male privilege. At issue, really, were two ideas about America: one built on an expansive vision of government as the guarantor of the rights and welfare of all its citizens, the other built on a retrograde nostalgia for an America built on privilege and exclusion.

The clash found little purchase during the 1930s, when most people were too busy trying to get work, or keep whatever job they had, to pay attention to national events. Plus, Roosevelt and his agenda were popular. They might not be perfect, but they were making strides, and at least they were doing things—while one striking aspect to the Republican Party of the 1930s was that, faced with a country in crisis and turning to the left for answers, it adamantly refused to moderate its oppositional stance. Strident resistance to Roosevelt and the New Deal remained a cornerstone of the conservative agenda during the 1930s, a fact that helps explain why, even when the country entered a second major economic downturn in the late 1930s, Roosevelt and the Democrats maintained a firm hand on the nation’s political levers.



The cultural conflict might have remained a skirmish had the world not finally forced itself into the nation’s consciousness on December 7, 1941. Up until then, even as fighting raged across Europe and East Asia, American leaders in both parties had hoped to avoid getting involved, while hundreds of thousands had rallied behind the banner of “America First,” holding that Europe’s problems were “over there” and of no concern to an America still recovering from depression. Darker versions claimed that the urge to intervene against Hitler was part of a plot by wealthy Jewish bankers.

The devastating attack by Japanese naval forces on the U.S. military installations in and around Pearl Harbor that December morning brought a swift end to such isolationist sentiment. But it also thrust the country into a new way of thinking about its own domestic security. Concerns about spies and saboteurs always arise during wartime, and not without reason: In 1916, before the United States had even entered World War I, German agents set off an enormous explosion at a munitions depot on the New Jersey side of New York Harbor that left a 375-foot-wide crater in the ground and lodged shrapnel in the nearby Statue of Liberty. But back then there was only so much that the federal government could do; there was no national investigative force, no way to coordinate with local police, no workforce to manage the sort of massive database needed to keep track of possible threats.

Things were different during World War II. Along with the rest of the federal government, the Federal Bureau of Investigation had exploded in size during the 1930s. The bureau was joined by vast intelligence agencies within each of the service branches, and a public attuned to keeping a sharp eye out for suspicious activity as part of its wartime duty on the home front, alongside planting victory gardens and collecting tin cans to recycle into B-17 bombers. More than 125,000 Japanese immigrants and Americans of Japanese descent were forced to travel hundreds of miles to live in internment camps, an undertaking only possible because by 1941 the federal government, weaned on the New Deal, had the resources and vision to contemplate it.

The war ended in American victory in August 1945, to much joy and relief at home, but there was no reason to assume that peace would mean a sudden return to the way things were. There was a comfort in total security: Clear lines were drawn between “us” and “them.” The black-and-white logic of World War II convinced the men and women of the federal security apparatus that they were the good shepherds, watching over their flock and mercilessly dispatching any wolves that came along. With Germany and Italy and Japan vanquished, they went looking for new threats to counter.

Well before the United States ended the Pacific war with two atomic explosions in August 1945, even before Adolf Hitler committed suicide in his Berlin bunker three months earlier, it was clear who would be the next main enemy. The United States and the Soviet Union had been allies during the war, but mutual wariness prevailed. Though Stalin had long since given up on the idea of fomenting a world Communist revolution, he was deeply paranoid about the outside world. He held true to the age-old desire of every Russian leader for a protective buffer of neighboring countries. And he believed that his people’s sacrifice during the war meant that he deserved to get what he wanted: the Baltic states, Finland, and Poland, but also Romania, Bulgaria, maybe even Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Turkey, Greece, and the Balkans. A chunk of Iran, where Soviet forces had been stationed since 1941, was not out of the question. Behind his armies advancing into Eastern Europe came political units charged with installing puppet parties, personally loyal to Stalin himself. He believed that the Americans would vacate Europe after the war, leaving large chunks of the continent to him. But he also understood that the atomic bomb, temporarily the monopoly of the United States, meant he had to play hard and fast, scooping up territory before the West realized what was happening.

The Cold War took root in the spring of 1945 on the banks of the Elbe River in Germany, where the American and Soviet armies first met. There was little cheering by the long-separated allies, mostly just confounded, icy stares. The two sides even held separate victory celebrations, on separate days—at Reims, in France, where the official German surrender took place, on May 7, and at Berlin on May 8, where the Soviets rejoiced. Roosevelt had always been willing to give Stalin some benefit of the doubt when it came to planning for postwar Europe, an attitude not shared by his other ally in the anti-Nazi triumvirate, Prime Minister Winston Churchill of Britain, nor Roosevelt’s successor, Harry S. Truman.

In March 1946 Churchill, recently pushed from office by the Labour Party, traveled around the United States on a speaking tour. He chose a small academic institution in central Missouri called Westminster College to announce the arrival of a new global conflict. “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe,” he declared. He called upon the United States, as the new, undisputed leader of the West, to oppose further Soviet encroachment. Truman agreed: Just months later, when Stalin delayed in removing his forces from northern Iran, the president took up the matter at the newly founded United Nations Security Council.

This would not be another exercise in traditional great-power politics, Churchill told his audience. It would be something new: an ideological conflict on a global scale. Propaganda, fifth columns, and spies would fight battles alongside or even instead of armies. A single bullet might never be fired as the Russians push further into the West, exploiting local Communist parties and sympathizers to crack apart fragile democracies. “The Communist parties, which were very small in all these Eastern States of Europe, have been raised to pre-eminence and power far beyond their numbers and are seeking everywhere to obtain totalitarian control,” Churchill said. “Police governments are prevailing in nearly every case, and so far, except in Czechoslovakia, there is no true democracy.”

Though Churchill was talking about Central and Eastern Europe, observers in the United States were quick to conclude that the threat extended wherever Communism was found—even at home. Winning this new Cold War, they believed, would necessitate an unmitigated, unblinking effort to root out domestic subversion and dissent. The black-and-white logic of World War II would be extended and expanded. Spies were, obviously, a threat, but so too were those who advocated, or sympathized with, or even merely tolerated political beliefs that might offer an opening to Communism at home. The wartime security apparatus built around the FBI would have to be augmented and replicated at every level of government. Civic institutions, corporations, and every private citizen would have to be drafted into the effort. Sleepless diligence had been the watchword of the last war; it would continue to be the watchword of the new one.

In 1947 Truman instituted a loyalty program, requiring every federal employee to be screened for a possible “membership in, affiliation with or sympathetic association” with one of the more than two dozen organizations deemed “subversive” by the attorney general. “Affiliation” could mean anything: a few dollars into a collection plate at a rally, a name absentmindedly scribbled on a petition, an innocent friendship with the wrong sort of person—all was now considered in the worst possible light. Better safe than sorry. The results of the inquiries were supposed to be confidential, but enough information leaked out to give HUAC and its allies what they had been clamoring after for so long: a reason to escalate the cultural conflict.

Suddenly, the romance of Communism in the 1930s looked naïve, and not only because Stalin was revealed as a vicious totalitarian. Far-right noisemakers and anti–New Deal Republicans who had spent the last decade shouting into the void about Communist subversion suddenly had a ready audience who, if not always believing their accusations, were now unwilling to stand in their way as they charged through liberal bastions—Hollywood, Washington, schools, civil rights groups, and unions—looking for evidence to support their allegations. Such hunts easily spilled over into attacks against everything Roosevelt had built. During his 1946 Senate campaign, a small-time Wisconsin judge named Joseph McCarthy ran an ad asking, “Tired of being pushed around? Do you like to have some government bureaucrat tell you how to manage your life?… Who’s to blame for all this? Nobody but the New Deal.” He won his race handily. By 1953 the Chicago Tribune, the largest-circulation newspaper in the Midwest and the country’s leading voice of the right, was openly railing against the “Communist-controlled New Deal.”

Among their weapons was HUAC. The committee had been created in the late 1930s to go after right-wing extremists, of all things, but it had been taken over and redirected by Representative Martin Dies Jr., a reactionary Texas Democrat and the committee’s showboating chairman up until the war. He tried to use his platform to expose what he insisted was a Communist plot behind the New Deal. Instead he faced relentless ridicule from the newspapers, comedians, even other members of Congress. Dies left Congress in 1945, his reputation as a laughingstock assured.

Dies was merely a man ahead of his time. Had he waited just another term, he might have found a different, more receptive national audience. Americans, victorious in a world war, should have been joyful, confident, hopeful. Instead, the late 1940s found them fearful, tired, and insecure. Millions of soldiers and sailors had seen horrific things during the war and wanted nothing more than to return home, start a family, find a job, and forget the world. Instead, they found both housing and jobs scarce. Racial violence in the South exploded as returning Black servicemen demanded the same equality at home that they had fought for abroad, only to be met by white men with bats, guns, and nooses. Labor strikes dominated the headlines—in the year following the war’s end nearly five million workers walked off their jobs, often for months.

Politicians and generals were already talking about a third world war, this time with atomic weapons. Roosevelt, who had managed to hold the country together during depression and war, was dead. Public support for the new president, Harry S. Truman, was plummeting—from a high of 87 percent in the Gallup poll just after he took office, in April 1945, he was at just 50 percent a mere ten months later, on his way to the low 30s by the midterm elections of 1946. The men of HUAC, many of them Southern segregationists and right-wing Republicans who had long dreamed of undoing Roosevelt’s achievements, saw their chance to strike a blow by picking up Martin Dies’s old playbook: cast wide, wild charges against the White House, Democrats, and the left, and hope something sticks.

HUAC was only the beginning. Copycat committees opened in state legislatures and city councils. More than five million federal employees were investigated for potential ties to “subversive” organizations. Two thousand seven hundred were fired. More than twelve thousand quietly resigned. There was little recourse for appeal; even those who did get a hearing were unable to see the evidence against them, let alone face their accusers. The Department of Justice kept adding to its list of subversive groups, eventually numbering in the hundreds, which soon found its way into the private sector. Companies big and small, most with no possible relationship to national security, cleared their rolls of anyone with even the faintest taint—less from concern about the employees themselves, and more from fear of the many anti-Communist extremists who might call to boycott them. The Red Scare was never only about government overreach into the political lives of its citizens; it was also about the fever that it touched off within everyday American life.

Enterprising activists built and sold their own bulging lists of suspected Communists and sympathizers, often drawn from hearsay and supposition. Self-described patriotic organizations proliferated, intent on ridding their communities of Communism; one, the Minute Women, had some four hundred chapters nationwide. Parent-teacher organizations, school boards, civic clubs, and Boy Scout troops all came under scrutiny. Hundreds of books were purged from public and school libraries. The American Legion boycotted films starring actors of suspect loyalty and sent pickets to march outside theaters brave enough to show them. In 1953 the Minute Women of Houston forced the resignation of the president of the University of Houston after he allowed a pro-integration speaker on campus, on the contention that civil rights was a cover story for instilling Communist ideas in unsuspecting crowds.

Even the courts, the supposed bulwark of civil liberties, fed the frenzy. When a group of Communist Party leaders appealed their conviction for plotting the violent overthrow of the U.S. government, the renowned Judge Learned Hand, usually a reliable liberal, swatted them down. “The American Communist Party,” he wrote, “is a highly articulated, well contrived, far spread organization, numbering thousands of adherents, rigidly and ruthlessly disciplined, many of whom are infused with a passionate Utopian faith that is to redeem mankind…. The violent capture of all existing governments is one article of the creed of that faith, which abjures the possibility of success by lawful means.” In the face of such an enemy, Hand wrote, the question “is how long a government, having discovered such a conspiracy, must wait. When does the conspiracy become a ‘present danger’?”

To be labeled a Communist was a social and career death sentence. Old friends stopped returning calls. Farmers and businessowners accused of Communist ties found themselves unable to get bank loans. Threatening phone calls would come late at night, and letters promising horrific violence in the afternoon mail. Tires were slashed, windows were smashed; newspapers regularly reported vigilante mobs assaulting left-wing journalists, labor leaders, and activists. Dalton Trumbo, once the highest-paid screenwriter in Hollywood who had briefly joined the Communist Party, was blacklisted in Hollywood and afterward found dead animals and bags of feces floating in his swimming pool.

The Red Scare peaked in the early 1950s. Tens of thousands of American soldiers were dying in Korea, Communists controlled China, the Soviets had detonated an atomic bomb, and millions feared another global conflagration was at hand. Fathers dug bomb shelters in their backyards. Teachers drilled their students on how to take cover under their desks in the event of a surprise Soviet attack, not just in big cities but in thousands of small towns across Middle America. Hollywood churned out movies like I Married a Communist, I Was a Communist for the FBI, and Big Jim McLain, in which John Wayne played a HUAC investigator hunting reds in Hawaii. Syndicated columnists like George Sokolsky and Westbrook Pegler, read by millions every week, made militant anti-Communism their signature story.

In a 1954 address at Barnard College, Richard Hofstadter, the historian, outlined what he called “The Pseudo-Conservative Revolt” and offered a sketch of its typical foot soldier: “He believes himself to be living in a world in which he is spied upon, plotted against, betrayed, and very likely destined for total ruin. He feels that his liberties have been arbitrarily and outrageously invaded. He is opposed to almost everything that has happened in American politics in the past twenty years. He hates the very thought of Franklin D. Roosevelt.” Perhaps only a few people actually fit that description perfectly, but millions of Americans sympathized to a surprisingly large degree. A visitor from another time, or another planet, would have concluded that America was on the verge of a devastating assault from within as well as without.

Of course, there really were Communists in America, and while almost all of them were loyal Americans, a small fraction did spy for the Soviet Union. Some of them became notorious during the Red Scare, among them names like Alger Hiss and Ethel and Julius Rosenberg. But it is a great irony of the Red Scare that by the time it began, the era of Soviet espionage was almost entirely in the past. As anti-Communist fervor picked up after the war, the Soviets were in fact pulling back on their use of Americans for espionage, while the Communist Party of the United States of America was collapsing in on itself under the weight of internecine squabbles. The federal government effectively outlawed it 1949, and dozens of its leaders went to jail. But that reality meant little during the Red Scare, when it was taken as a given that Communism was an all-encompassing, all-powerful force, one that required absolute vigilance to root out, matched by a willingness to sacrifice innocents along the way. Such logic opened the door to a culture of fear—of one’s neighbors, one’s coworkers, one’s civic institutions.



Helen Bryan’s conviction on contempt of Congress charges was foreordained. The House of Representatives had cited people for contempt before, but usually only as a threat; rarely had it gone through with the process and referred the case to the Department of Justice for an indictment and prosecution. This time was different. Just minutes after Bryan left Capitol Hill on January 24, Chairman Wood of HUAC released a statement: “It is the purpose of our committee to determine in this case, once and for all, whether an organization such as the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee has the authority to defy the Congress of the United States, and we propose to vigorously pursue this case to its most rapid conclusion.” Put in those terms, it would be hard for most congressmen, even those who opposed HUAC, to vote against the committee’s prerogatives.

A few nevertheless did. Representative Helen Gahagan Douglas of California laced into HUAC for violating Bryan’s civil liberties, and defended her group for helping alleviate the suffering of Spanish refugees. “The relief of suffering all over the world cannot and must not depend on the political beliefs of the sufferers,” Douglas said. And after all, she added, being a Communist was no crime, at least not yet.

It didn’t matter. Even liberal members could feel the political ground shifting against them. Those who might have once found the courage to stand up to a colleague like Rankin or Wood now took easy shelter behind the defense of congressional procedures, unwilling to stand in the way of HUAC. “I shall vote for the resolution today, but with extreme regret,” said Clyde Doyle, a freshman Democrat from Oakland, California. “This committee is an established committee of this House. As long as it appears that the committee had acted within the law as we gave it to do, I shall feel compelled to back its lawful acts.”

Rankin and Wood smiled. Of the 430 members present, 292 voted for contempt; 82 declined to vote and only 56 voted against.

A few days later, back in New York, Bryan met with her niece, also named Helen, at Ye Waverly Inn and Garden, a teahouse on Bank Street in the West Village that served a decent dinner and attracted the neighborhood’s assorted intellectuals and artists. Bryan’s apartment was just down the street, not far from that of her friend, the novelist Willa Cather. She was, as always, defiant. She had expected the contempt charge, she told her niece. What surprised her was how crudely the committee had gone about its business. Not a single member stood when she entered the hearing room! No one offered to help her with her coat! Decorum mattered, even at a beheading. But the fight was not over, she declared. They held her in contempt? She held them in contempt!

“Baby,” she told her niece, “I hope they go to jail before I do.”
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1 [image: ] A Blue Envelope


Dean Acheson, President Truman’s prim, patrician undersecretary of state, was sitting in his office on February 21, 1947, when he received a visitor whose short message would change the course of history. Acheson’s quarters, for the time being, were at the Old Executive Office Building, a cramped wedding cake of a structure next to the White House, which the State Department was in the middle of vacating for new, expansive digs in the nearby Foggy Bottom neighborhood, a more fitting home for the diplomatic arm of an emergent superpower. Half his belongings were in boxes. Crates lined the hallways.

In a profile of Acheson for England’s Manchester Guardian, the journalist Alistair Cooke called him a “six-foot-two Velasquez grandee who has submitted, with a twinkling eye, to his present reincarnation in fine tweeds as a Connecticut Yankee.” He was the East Coast elite personified. Born in 1893 in Middletown, Connecticut, he had been raised according to the exacting standards of Yankee Protestant breeding. The son of a Canadian liquor heiress and the Episcopal bishop of Connecticut, young Dean had moved easily through Groton and Yale, Phi Beta Kappa and Scroll and Key. He was considered something of a wild hare as an undergraduate, but he found his bearing at Harvard Law, where he finished fifth in his class. Along the way he fell under the tutelage of Felix Frankfurter, the school’s renowned constitutional law expert. Like many brilliant climbers before and since him, Acheson went on to summit all the usual peaks: Supreme Court clerkship; partner at Covington, Burling, a top-tier law firm; high-level jobs at Treasury and State.

But even among the rarefied elite, Acheson stood out. It started with the way he dressed. Savile Row suits. Homburg hats. Cream-white shirts with starched collars that stood as stiff and straight as he did. Then there was his reddish gray guardsman’s mustache, around which entire magazine profiles were written. He waxed it every morning with Pinaud’s, so that its ends extended, winglike, beyond the edges of his mouth, with which it moved in careful synchronization: When he smiled, his mustache smiled; when he shouted, which was often, it seemed to yell in chorus.

For decades Acheson had come in and out of government, each time landing a little higher up the chain of diplomatic command, until he found himself, at the end of the war, in the State Department’s number two position. Acheson’s boss, Secretary of State George C. Marshall, was a respected military man who had overseen the war effort as Army chief of staff. He had assumed the position of secretary of state in January 1947, exactly one month earlier, and already found himself out of sync with the clubby Ivy Leaguers who populated the department’s upper echelons. It was Acheson, not his boss, who best reflected the ideals and self-image of the State Department, among both supporters and critics. It was Acheson, not Marshall, who was understood to be in real control. And it was Acheson, much more than Marshall, who would come to signify the successes—and failures—of Harry Truman’s foreign policy. As such, he would become a ripe target as the Red Scare unfolded.

Acheson’s visitor that Friday afternoon was the private secretary of Lord Inverchapel, the British ambassador. Following the circuitous protocol of high diplomacy, the secretary asked if the ambassador might be permitted to deliver a message to Marshall, without telling Acheson what it was. But Marshall had already left on a weekend trip to Princeton for the university’s bicentennial celebration. Acheson replied that unless Lord Inverchapel felt like traveling to New Jersey, he would have to wait until Monday. The visitor cleared his throat. The message was, he said, a “blue piece of paper”—diplomat-speak for a message of utmost urgency and confidentiality. He needn’t say more. Acheson knew immediately what it concerned: Greece was about to fall to the Soviet-backed Communists, and the British were not going to stop them.

In the long list of foreign policy crises that Americans expected to confront after World War II, the fall of Greece likely did not rate very high. Millions of returning GIs and their families at home had hoped their sacrifices overseas would settle the world’s appetite for conflict, at least for a while, so that they could return to some semblance of normal life. From a high of 12 million servicemembers at the end of the war, the United States shrank its military to just 1.7 million, with entire units deployed in Europe seeming to vanish overnight. But the world was not going to wait. In China, the Communist forces of Mao Zedong were making steady advances against the Nationalists, who were foundering despite massive amounts of U.S. support. In Central and Eastern Europe, the Soviets were not pulling back their forces, but reinforcing them. They had made clear that they were not going to withdraw from territory they had taken from the Germans, and would either absorb these lands into the Soviet Union, including the Baltics and Ukraine, or treat them as puppet states, including Poland, Eastern Germany, and Romania.

The Allies had agreed to carve up Europe during the conference of the “Big Three”—Winston Churchill, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Joseph Stalin—at a summit at Yalta, on the Crimean Peninsula, in February 1945. But now it seemed Stalin was unsatisfied with his slice of the geopolitical pie. In 1941 he had sent forces into northern Iran, ostensibly to protect oil fields vital to Allied war aims; he failed to withdraw them after the fighting ended, claiming they were supporting newly declared “people’s” republics—in reality Soviet puppet governments. In response, President Truman took the issue to the newly created Security Council at the United Nations in January 1946.

In hindsight, the postwar era is often remembered as a time of economic growth and national confidence, of sprouting suburbs and American industrial might. It eventually became that, in the 1950s. But the immediate years after the war were full of anxiety and insecurity. Housing was scarce. Jobs were scarce. Those who had seen combat returned with emotional injuries that many on the home front could not understand. Fears of renewed inflation, or even a return to the Depression, kept Americans on edge. Labor unrest in the Great Lakes region and along the West Coast and racial unrest in the South made it seem like the country might come apart. And then, added to all this, was the possibility of a new armed conflict, this time with a former ally.

During the war the government and Hollywood had done their best to sell Stalin as “Uncle Joe,” and the Soviets as sincere friends of the American people. Films like Song of Russia, released by MGM in 1944, praised everyday life in the Soviet Union, while thrillers like The North Star, Mission to Moscow, and Days of Glory valorized Russian soldiers and the U.S.-Soviet alliance. Soviet ships in the Pacific regularly made friendly visits along the West Coast. Salka Viertel, an Austrian émigré screenwriter in Hollywood, recalls a visit by a warship manned by a mostly female crew, and with a female captain. A reception for the guests took place at Los Angeles’s Shrine auditorium, with Charlie Chaplin as a headliner. Lyudmila Pavilichenko, the famed “girl sniper” credited with 309 kills during the sieges of Odessa and Sevastopol, toured the United States in 1942, speaking to overflow crowds on behalf of military assistance. In 1944 the War Shipping Administration, a federal agency that managed the civilian shipping sector during the war, launched the SS U.S.S.R. Victory, a supply carrier, out of a Los Angeles shipyard. On hand to christen it was the wife of the Soviet vice consul for Los Angeles. And aid efforts were everywhere: Even as they scrimped change and rationed food to help the war effort, Americans gave openly and eagerly to groups like Russian War Relief, with its heart-tugging appeals about valiant Russian soldiers and their starving children.

Suddenly, after the war, Americans were being told the opposite: that Stalin was the enemy, and that the Russians could not be trusted. The Soviet leader did not do much to help counter that image. After two months of hemming and hawing over the troops in Iran, Stalin withdrew them, but immediately put pressure elsewhere. He picked a fight with Turkey over its control of the Dardanelles and the Bosporus, the two narrow waterways linking the Black Sea, and in turn southern Russia, with the Mediterranean. In mid-1946 Truman sent a naval task force to support Turkey, and eventually offered $100 million in aid to stave off Moscow-backed political and guerrilla forces. But the real crisis came next, in Turkey’s neighbor to the southwest: Greece.

The Italians and Germans had occupied Greece during the war, and while they exacted untold horrors on the Greek people, the country had been lodged far in America’s peripheral vision. In the logic of European imperialism, Britain had held sway in the Eastern Mediterranean, at least outside the French foothold in Lebanon. Postwar Greece was supposed to be London’s concern. The United States was focused on rebuilding Western Europe. But it was also becoming clear that the Soviet problem was too big for such a divide-and-conquer approach. That point was rammed home in February 1946 by a lengthy telegram sent to Washington by a mid-level Foreign Service officer in Moscow named George Kennan.

Soviet Marxism, he wrote, was just the latest window dressing on a deep-seated “neurotic” Russian leadership class that would continue to press outward to maintain security at home. It was “a political force committed fanatically to the belief that with US there can be no permanent modus vivendi,” one that disrupts “the internal harmony of our society,” seeks to destroy “our traditional way of life,” and breaks “international authority of our state… if Soviet power is to be secure.” In a subsequent article in the journal Foreign Affairs, which Kennan wrote under the pseudonym X, he called for “a long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies.” This concept, containment, soon became the basis for America’s early Cold War strategy. The details would be filled in later. For now, containment meant Truman and Clement Attlee, the British prime minister who replaced Churchill in 1945, had to draw a line: The Soviet orbit could expand no further. Greece would be the first test.

For almost two years, Greek Communist guerrillas had been receiving aid and training from the Soviet Union and its allies in Albania and Bulgaria, neighbors of Greece and newly Communist themselves. It seemed just a matter of time before the country joined them. Its economy was in tatters, its people were starving, and the government in Athens was barely functioning. “Greece was in the position of a semiconscious patient on the critical list whose relatives and physicians had been discussing whether his life could be saved,” Acheson wrote in his memoirs.

Britain was having a hard time itself: Aside from the damaged cities and shattered families wrought by the war, it was in the middle of a devastatingly cold winter that had wiped out personal savings and government fuel reserves. Washington had heard rumors, going back to the fall of 1946, that as a result of its economic straits, Britain might have to pull back its commitments in Greece, including the four thousand soldiers who sometimes seemed the only thing keeping the Communists from marching on Athens. And yet the blue envelope from Lord Inverchapel, an informal copy of which Acheson finally received later that Friday, was much worse than anyone in Washington had expected. The British were pulling everything out—troops, money, aid, the whole thing—by March 31, 1947, precisely one month away. On top of that, the British ambassador estimated that Greece needed between $240 million and $280 million in aid immediately, money the British would not—could not—provide.

Truman ordered Acheson to devise a response by Monday. And so, rather than retreat to his farm in the Maryland countryside north of Washington, Acheson and Charles Bohlen, one of his closest advisers, set up camp amid the packing crates and went to work. There was no question in their minds that America had to take up Britain’s slack. The pivotal issue was how, and how much, and then how to sell the commitment to a Congress and a country still trying to get back to normal. “Under the circumstances there could be only one decision,” Acheson wrote. “At that we drank a martini or two toward the confusion of our enemies.”

The choices that were made that weekend were among the most crucial of the twentieth century. They set the stage for the Cold War, and for the establishment of the United States as the self-described “defender of the free world.” And they put the country back on a war footing—not a shooting war, but one that nevertheless required all the vigilance and commitment of an actual conflict. Fortunes would be spent. The armed forces, shrinking rapidly, would be rebuilt. And the possibility of a new world conflagration, this time with atomic weapons, would loom always in the background. It was not a fight that most Americans welcomed. The Second World War had just ended. Was a third about to begin?



In the history of the anti-Communist hysteria that was to come, it is impossible to overstate just how overpowering this fear of a new world war became, and how quickly, and how it in turn distorted the debate over Communism at home. America had rapidly militarized during the war, but until then it had not been a country used to being always on the ready to fight, or to having much to do with the rest of the world at all. Its citizens had fought and sacrificed greatly during World War II. Maybe they suffered less than Great Britain and Europe, the Russians or the Chinese, but that was cold comfort to the millions of Americans who had lost sons and husbands and fathers, who had scrimped and saved and gone hungry to ensure victory. Now, suddenly, they were being told that they might once again have to sacrifice. Unsurprisingly, they looked for someone to blame.

The following Monday, after Acheson spent the weekend locked in his office, he and Secretary of State Marshall made the short trip to the White House next door to present their recommendations on Greece, and again the next day to sell the plan to congressional leaders. “I knew we were met at Armageddon,” Acheson wrote. Marshall opened the presentation, but his delivery failed to impress upon the legislators the meaning of the moment. Acheson took over. “No time was left for measured appraisal,” he told them. The Soviets were on the move, and would not stop unless the United States stepped in. “Like apples in a barrel infected by a rotten one, the corruption of Greece would infect Iran and all to the east. It would also carry infection to Africa through Asia Minor and Egypt, and to Europe through Italy and France.” This was the domino theory, a linchpin of American foreign policy long before its application to Southeast Asia led to the war in Vietnam.

Arthur Vandenberg, a Republican senator from Michigan once known as a hidebound isolationist, was impressed. He told Truman that if he could deliver the same message to Congress, he would make sure the votes were there to make the aid package happen. But he also cautioned the president: To seal the deal, he needed to “scare the hell out of the country.”

Truman did just that. On March 12, he traveled to the Capitol to deliver a message to both chambers of Congress. Acheson watched from near the front row, sitting as straight in his seat as a mourner at a funeral. He listened as Truman bemoaned the plight of Greece and Turkey. The president then asked for $400 million (or about $6.8 billion in 2023) over the coming year, along with the deployment of advisers and other resources. But in a speech that Acheson had helped write, he also swung bigger, further. This request, Truman declared, was about more than Greece. “Should we fail to aid Greece and Turkey in this fateful hour, the effect will be far reaching to the West as well as to the East,” he said. “If we falter in our leadership, we may endanger the peace of the world—and we shall surely endanger the welfare of our own nation.” The applause, when he finished, filled the chamber. The only member to remain seated was Vito Marcantonio, a progressive representative from New York who, though not an open member of the Communist Party, was understood to speak for it in Congress. No one paid attention: Both chambers quickly approved the president’s request.

Still, not everyone in Congress, or in the public, was sold. A new strain of isolationism was emerging, as old instincts about America as an island apart from the world merged with widespread exhaustion over the war. At the crux of the matter was Truman himself: It was one thing for a giant like Roosevelt to ask for sacrifice; it was entirely another to hear it from the political unknown who seemed to have none of the dash or brilliance of his predecessor. A self-described ordinary man from Independence, Missouri, Truman was a former farmer and haberdasher without a four-year college education—the last president to lack a degree, and the first since William McKinley. Elected a county judge in 1922, he functioned mostly as a cog in the St. Louis political machine, which found him useful enough to send to the U.S. Senate in 1934. A decade later Roosevelt picked him as his running mate, more out of frustration with the moon-eyed incumbent, Henry Wallace, than out of any real affection for the Missourian.

Truman’s accidental ascendence to the White House, just months after Roosevelt’s fourth inauguration, struck much of Washington as a sad but inevitable turn in the history of the New Deal, the end of its heroic era, the inevitable moment when great leaders hand over the reins to little men. The left-leaning journalist I. F. Stone said that Truman brought in “the new mediocrity” of leaders valued more for loyalty and bonhomie than competence: The folksy Tom Clark replaced the renowned Francis Biddle as attorney general; Truman’s crony Fred Vinson replaced the patrician Henry Morgenthau Jr. at Treasury. Acheson and Marshall, both widely regarded by the East Coast Establishment, were outliers. Everywhere else, Stone saw “big bellied, good-natured guys who knew a lot of dirty jokes.”

Even those who gave Truman the benefit of the doubt believed that he was too much of an operator to be entrusted with the legacy of the New Deal, which by the end of the war had become something of a secular religion among liberals and progressives, or to navigate the foreign policy dangers of the postwar era. Because he came from a border state, Truman was assumed to be weak on civil rights. Because he came from a political machine, he was assumed to be anti-labor. Because he came from the heartland, he was assumed to have no interest in or capacity for international affairs. “A curious uneasiness seems to pervade all levels of the Government,” read an editorial in Progressive magazine. “There is a feeling at times that there is no hand at the wheel.”

One person who saw the man differently was Acheson. The New England Brahmin noticed, and valued, little details about the new president. How he kept his desk (neat). How he kept appointments (not a minute early or late). His loyalty. His decisiveness. How he read, voraciously, omnivorously—despite his lack of a college degree, Truman was better-read on history and politics than many of his Ivy League advisers. Where some saw the pigheadedness of a country simpleton, Acheson saw clarity of thought and vision. “He could, and did, outwork us all, with no need for papers predigested into one-page pellets of pablum,” Acheson eulogized in his memoirs. “He would take what time was available for study and then decide.” When Truman returned to Washington’s Union Station from a campaign trip in support of Democrats during the 1946 midterm elections—which saw the Republicans retake Congress for the first time in fourteen years—the only person waiting for him at the terminal was Dean Acheson.



Though Truman was keen to confront Communist aggression abroad, it took him time to decide that a similarly aggressive stance was required at home. Like his predecessor Roosevelt, he had long scoffed at the notion that Soviet spies were afoot in Washington and elsewhere, dismissing those who raised the alarm as paranoid fearmongers. He was both right and wrong: Though the threat of Soviet espionage was minor, it was not an invention of the administration’s enemies. Even as the president developed his strategy to confront the Soviets in Europe, evidence of Soviet espionage was mounting domestically.

As early as the late 1930s, reputable reports had circulated through Washington of suspicious pro-Soviet “study groups,” drawn from the hordes of young progressive lawyers and economists who flocked to the city to stock the expanding New Deal agencies. Those groups, it was alleged, were in turn breeding grounds for spies. Some, indeed, were. The agriculture economist Harold Ware recruited about seventy bright young men—including a lawyer named Alger Hiss, a rising star in the Agriculture Department—to join his group, where they discussed the writings of Marx and Lenin and debated the likelihood of a Communist revolution in the United States. Ware made sure they were all official, if secret, members of the Communist Party, and they all paid dues. For most members of Ware’s group, that was all they did. But he would occasionally ask some of the more ardent, reliable men to do more, to keep their eyes and ears open for information that might be helpful to the Soviet cause; later, he asked them to copy and pass along documents. Ware died after a car accident in 1935, but he was only one of several espionage entrepreneurs in New Deal and wartime Washington. Victor Perlo, a Columbia-trained mathematician, ran his operation out of the War Production Board. Nathan Silvermaster was an economist who recruited acolytes from the Treasury Department, among other offices. All of them fed information and documents to couriers, oftentimes Americans themselves, who brought them to their Soviet handlers in New York.

News about such groups eventually found its way to the FBI. Perhaps the most incendiary report came in 1939, when the journalist Whittaker Chambers traveled to the D.C. home of Adolf Berle, an assistant secretary of state. Chambers had been a courier for the Soviet spy machine, based in New York, but had later turned apostate. Over after-dinner cocktails on Berle’s veranda, he unloaded everything he knew about Washington’s espionage networks. As Berle furiously scribbled notes, Chambers named some of the New Deal’s best and brightest among its members, including Hiss, the economist Laurence Duggan, the labor lawyer Lee Pressman, and the White House economist Lauchlin Currie. Berle took Chambers seriously, but not enough to pass his notes to the FBI until four years later.

Meanwhile, Chambers had repeated his story to the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who interviewed him for an article he was writing about Communism. Schlesinger was never much for keeping a secret, and soon he was relating Chambers’s revelations every chance he had. He told Phil Graham, the publisher of The Washington Post, who told Acheson. “Everyone knew the name of Chambers,” Acheson recalled. “Arthur Schlesinger was mentioning it at every cocktail party in Washington.” With so much chatter, it was inevitable that word got back to Hiss, Duggan, and the rest—indeed within a few months of Chambers’s meeting with Berle, someone tipped off Duggan, and suggested that he look for a new job. In other cases, rather than confront the men fingered by Chambers, senior government officials simply boxed them out of confidential conversations, or moved them to less sensitive positions. Counterintelligence against a wartime ally was simply not a high priority.

The FBI first learned of the Chambers-Berle meeting in 1943, but without corroborating evidence or any real sense of urgency from the White House, the FBI’s director, J. Edgar Hoover, decided to bide his time and gather string. He did the same with the case of Arthur Adams, a Soviet agent who worked undercover for a radar manufacturer. His real mission was recruiting spies among the country’s vast military-technology industry, and in particular among the various laboratories researching atomic energy, with the goal of building a nuclear weapon. In 1943 the FBI observed him approaching atomic scientists at the University of Chicago. Agents broke into his house, where they found notes on atomic research and sophisticated camera equipment. They continued to trail Adams for two years, but in 1945 he fled to the Soviet Union.

At the end of 1944 Hoover had a summary compiled of what the bureau had learned about Soviet espionage networks in Washington; it ran to six hundred pages. The report resulted in no action, neither on the part of the FBI nor the White House. It would be another few years before Hoover could piece together a complete picture of the Soviet networks in Washington and elsewhere. Still, three events in 1945 provided him a compelling glimpse.

In January, an intelligence analyst was reading an obscure journal on Far East politics called Amerasia when he came across an article that was virtually identical to a confidential report he had written a year before. His tip led to an FBI raid on Amerasia’s office, which netted hundreds of classified documents. Six people were arrested. The FBI concluded that a State Department official had regularly passed the documents to the journal, and suspected that the journal was some sort of Communist front. But there was no evidence for the suspicion, let alone that Amerasia had connections to Soviet agents. And efforts to indict the staff ran into legal obstacles, including the fact that the FBI had illegally bugged the home of one of the suspects. The charges were dropped and the story largely forgotten. But Hoover remembered.

Then, in September 1945, Canadian authorities informed Hoover that Igor Gouzenko, a twenty-six-year-old clerk at the Soviet embassy in Ottawa, had defected, and brought with him a briefcase full of Soviet code books and other documents. The material, more than one hundred pages in all, provided extensive evidence of at least two Soviet spy rings operating in Canada. More important to Hoover was what Gouzenko told FBI agents: Similar networks existed all over Washington, he said.

Even more significant revelations came from a former member of the Communist Party named Elizabeth Bentley. A Vassar graduate who had turned to the left during a brief period studying in Florence, Italy, she had returned to New York and promptly fallen in with a circle of Communists closely connected with Jacob Golos, the leader of the Soviet espionage effort in the United States. Bentley and Golos became lovers, and she became a courier for him, ferrying documents from Washington to New York. Golos died of a heart attack in 1943, and she was soon running his networks, making her one of the linchpins in the Soviet espionage program in America. But she was also scared. Golos had told her about the capricious, remorseless ways that Moscow liquidated agents it deemed unsatisfactory. And so, after much deliberating, in mid-1945 she decided to leave, and seek protection from the federal government.

At first, the bureau thought it was a Soviet trap. But then Gouzenko defected, and her story started to sound more plausible. In November 1945, agents called her back, and for more than eight hours she told everything: about Golos, about the party, about her various Soviet contacts. She mentioned someone named “Hiss” in the State Department, though she thought his first name was Eugene. She told them about another contact, whom she knew only as Julius, who ran a group of spies specializing in advanced military technologies. She named eighty-three people in all.

Hoover immediately wrote up a top secret report for Truman. Citing “a highly confidential source,” he listed thirteen top government figures active in “furnishing data and information to persons outside the Federal government, who are in turn transmitting this information to espionage agents of the Soviet government.” Hoover unleashed an army of agents on the case. At one point in late 1945 he had two hundred men running down leads. They tapped phones, including that of Alger Hiss.



Hoover had been waiting for this moment for most of his adult life. He was a rare native of Washington who stuck around into adulthood, having been born on New Year’s Day 1895 in a neighborhood on the eastern side of Capitol Hill. His father oversaw production of maps for the Coast and Geodetic Survey, an agency dedicated to charting the country’s shorelines. Yet his father was also often sick and weak of body, a fact that seemed to shame young Hoover and drive him to compensate. He admired Theodore Roosevelt, who had overcome his own sickly, near-sighted body (and the psychological weight of a chronically ill father) through vigorous exercise, hard work, and absolute control over his mind and body. In the early twentieth century, such choices were not just personal, but political as well. The white, Anglo-Saxon male was said to be in peril from three sides: the rise of women’s rights, the loosening of Victorian-era morality, and the influx of immigrants bringing dangerous, radical ideas.

In his embrace of Rooseveltian ideas about self-care, Hoover also embraced Roosevelt’s ideas about American culture and race—namely, Americanism, the belief that every citizen should adhere to an identity forged by the country’s white male founders, and in doing so vehemently reject ideas and politics that might undermine it. In the 1900s and 1910s, when Hoover was still a boy, that meant defeating socialism and anarchism; later, it would mean stamping out Communism and its progressive allies. Hoover graduated at the top of his high school class, then excelled as a law student at George Washington University, where he pledged Kappa Alpha, a fraternity steeped in the white supremacist nostalgia of the Old South.

Hoover joined the Department of Justice in 1917, right out of law school. He almost immediately assumed control of the Alien Enemy Bureau, charged with tracking and arresting “disloyal” noncitizens, a category that included German sympathizers and possible saboteurs but also encompassed pacifists and antiwar activists. Hoover proved a capable, ambitious bureaucrat, who understood early on that the government’s power to control dissent would rest not so much on its capacity for violence as on the ubiquity of its surveillance capacity. While in college he had clerked at the Library of Congress, and he came away impressed at its vast filing system. He built something similar at the Department of Justice, only this time for people, not books. Drawing on a wide network of informers, he planted the seeds of what would grow into the FBI’s system of files on millions of Americans, most of them innocent of any federal crime. As Hoover’s biographer Beverly Gage has written, “World War I marked a turning point in the history of civil liberties, the moment that the federal government began to watch its citizens and residents on a mass scale.” A new surveillance state was emerging. Hoover was its chief architect.

Though he claimed to be ever vigilant against all manner of radicalism, left or right, Hoover had an abiding obsession with Communism. On July 1, 1919, he took over the Radical Division, a branch of the Justice Department’s Bureau of Investigation (“federal” had not yet been appended to its name). It was good timing, for him: A wave of mail bombings in the spring, as well as an incendiary device tossed at the Washington home of the attorney general, A. Mitchell Palmer, set off an unprecedented response from the federal government, with Hoover as both a cheerleader and a quarterback. He built out his surveillance network, employing dozens of clerks and field agents to track suspects, open mail, and interview associates. The campaign culminated that fall in raids on immigrant halls and meetinghouses, with hundreds arrested in just a few hours. It was the beginning of a new phase: the deportation of “disloyal” immigrants, mostly from Eastern and Southern Europe. On December 20, nearly 250 of them were shipped out from New York Harbor aboard the SS Buford.

Hoover insisted that the Communist revolutions that had swept through Russia and, less successfully, Germany would soon be replicated on American shores. He read Marx and Lenin, then built a plan for mass deportations, casting a net much wider than before to catch any noncitizens who did not adhere to his notion of Americanism. He was reflecting the times: After decades of open doors to immigrants, the country was rapidly shutting them, erecting racist exclusion policies against anyone not of Northern European or English heritage. The arrests that followed in the new year, in Philadelphia, New York, Chicago, and elsewhere, are remembered as the Palmer Raids, but as Gage points out, Hoover was their mastermind.

This time, though, he and Palmer went too far. As 1920 progressed, their shrill warnings about imminent revolution failed to play out, while civil liberties activists, as well as the acting secretary of labor, Louis Post, pushed back against their use of warrantless searches and questionable interrogation methods. People were quietly released, and no one else was deported. The first Red Scare fizzled out. But it left important artifacts in its wake. Hoover may have been publicly chastened, but inside the Department of Justice, he was a new power center. In 1924 he became the head of the Bureau of Investigation, a job he would hold for nearly fifty years. As he constructed his fiefdom, he never stopped resenting the “liberals” who constrained him, in 1920 and later. He took pride in the professionalism of his bureau, and in public, at least, talked endlessly about the limits he willingly accepted—his job, he said, was simply to investigate, not to analyze or prosecute. Few people stopped to ask what investigate meant, or whether it had any limits.

Hoover had lost a bid, in 1924 under Attorney General Harlan Fiske Stone, to expand the bureau’s capacity for domestic surveillance. He decided to bide his time. Presidents and attorneys general would come and go; he would remain. In 1936 President Roosevelt, worried about another war in Europe and the possibility of renewed subversive activity at home, finally gave Hoover the permission he was looking for. During the war the bureau more than tripled in size, not just in the number of agents, from 898 in 1940 to 4,886 in 1945, but in the number of clerks, thousands of them, all to manage the FBI’s ever-growing collection of files and fingerprints—up to 24 million by 1941—and a network of well over 100,000 informants. Even before the war, Roosevelt had given Hoover wide latitude to surveil potential subversives, including some of the president’s political enemies—along with $150,000, drawn from an anonymous discretionary fund, to bulk up the bureau’s counterespionage efforts. During the war Hoover established a liaison program with the American Legion, the leading veterans organization and a bastion of Americanism—the first of his many efforts to turn sympathetic elements in private society into unofficial arms of his surveillance state. Every lead, no matter how evanescent, was pursued; if an apartment-dweller called the bureau with a tip that his next-door neighbor might be a Communist, agents were dispatched to interview everyone in the building and then file an extensive report—all of which got added to the database.

Like America itself, Hoover and the FBI greeted the end of the war much more powerful than when it began, but also unsure of what might come next. The entire federal government had grown, and along with it came new power centers, including those, like the Central Intelligence Agency, that might soon impinge on the bureau’s turf. And there was no love lost between Hoover and the new president, Truman. Like the Republicans for whom Hoover had always felt a close affinity, he considered Truman a hayseed and accidental occupant of the Oval Office who would soon be swept aside. Truman, in private, called Hoover’s FBI “the Gestapo.” He thought Hoover’s worries about Communist infiltration were just fearmongering. The United States, Truman wrote in a letter to one political ally, was “perfectly safe so far as Communism is concerned—we have far too many sane people.” Hoover disagreed. To him, the new logic of the Cold War meant that a chance to fulfill his career-long goal of taking on the American left had finally arrived. Truman, committed to selling his foreign policy of aggressive containment against the Soviet Union abroad, had no choice but to apply the same rationale at home.



Truman’s initial reticence to act didn’t keep Hoover from carpet-bombing the president with memos. Though he rarely spoke without evidence, he pushed his material to the limit with alarmist rhetoric, painting a picture of a vast Soviet espionage network that was poised to blow America apart. On February 1, 1946, Hoover had sent a twenty-eight-page report to Truman outlining his evidence against Harry Dexter White, an economist whom the president had nominated to be the first U.S. executive director of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) just a week earlier. Hoover called White “a valuable adjunct to an underground Soviet espionage organization operating in Washington D.C.,” though he also conceded that proving White was a spy was “practically impossible.”

Truman tried to ignore Hoover’s warning about White. But after the disastrous midterm elections of November 1946, the president decided he could not keep Hoover and his congressional allies at bay. He conceded that the evidence of Soviet espionage was compelling. Plus, a strong stance on the threat of domestic Communism, his aides argued, could be a big help in selling his expensive foreign policy agenda. On November 25, 1946, Truman created a commission to study the problem of loyalty within federal ranks and devise a solution.

The resulting employee loyalty program, which the president announced in an executive order on March 21, 1947—right in the middle of the Greek aid crisis—was intended to purge the government of disloyal employees while claiming to respect their rights. It was a gargantuan undertaking. Starting October 1, 1947, the Civil Service Commission would screen the background of every current and new federal employee, well over a million people, to look for any evidence of “disloyalty,” a term that was left ominously undefined. The screening would draw on files from across the government—FBI, military, HUAC—as well as police departments, former employers, even college transcripts. Truman also instructed his attorney general, Tom Clark, to devise a list of “subversive” organizations; current or former membership in just one would constitute a bright red flag.

If something suspicious came up in the initial screen, even the smallest doubt, the FBI would conduct a full field investigation, interviewing family, friends, and acquaintances, digging into every corner of a person’s life. Any derogatory information went into a file. It was then up to the department or agency involved to decide what to do with the employee. In theory, it might mean discipline or reassignment, though in practice, given the tenor of the time, most people who reached that point lost their job.

Truman, it seemed, hoped that the loyalty program was a paper tiger, that it would impress many but affect few. He wanted a sop to Hoover and the right wing, and to clear a political path for his foreign policy agenda. But he also seemed to understand that the program could unleash a monster. In his executive order establishing the board, he clarified that its purpose was as much to protect innocent employees from being smeared as it was to protect the government from disloyal ones.

The flaws were apparent to anyone who took the time to read the order itself. A quartet of Harvard Law School professors attacked the order in a long letter to The New York Times on April 13, 1947. They pointed out that there was no provision guaranteeing the accused the right to confront their accuser, see the evidence against them, or even know the specifics of the charge. The standard for judging someone disloyal was “impalpable”—merely that a panel needed only to “reasonably believe” that an employee might be disloyal to fire them. The members of the boards would be drawn from rank-and-file federal employees, who would likely feel pressure to be tough on suspected Communists, lest they later be accused themselves of being soft. The attorney general had sole discretion over which groups went on his list (starting with eleven, it grew rapidly, to about two hundred by 1955). And the consequences for being found “disloyal” were severe, a scarlet “D” to be carried in a person’s personnel file for the rest of their life. These flaws and more, the professors wrote, might be overcome by exceptionally wise and experienced implementation. Realistically, given the heightened fears of the moment, they worried the program would “miss genuine culprits, victimize innocent persons, discourage entry into the public service and leave both the government and the American people with a hangover sense of futility and indignity.”

And that is more or less what happened. Its first director, Seth Richardson, seemed to consider the program’s safeguards as a dispensible inconvenience and insisted that “the government is entitled to discharge any employee for reasons which seem sufficient to the government and without extending to such employee any hearing whatsoever.” A few months after the program went into effect, investigators took up the case of James Kutcher, a file clerk in the Veterans Administration. During World War II, Kutcher had been sent to fight in Italy, where a German mortar shell blew off both his legs during the Battle of San Pietro. Through years of physical therapy he learned to walk with artificial limbs, supported by canes. Kutcher received the Purple Heart and was by every measure a patriot. But before the war he had also been a member of the Socialist Workers Party, an anti-Stalinist organization that Attorney General Clark had nevertheless added to his subversives list. Kutcher was fired, and spent the next nine years fighting to get his job back.

Even more worrisome was a message to Truman from Walter White, the head of the NAACP, on November 26, 1948. White wrote that he was “greatly concerned about an increasing tendency on the part of government agencies to associate activity on interracial matters with disloyalty.” Black federal employees were being subjected to harassing, invasive investigations because, outside of work, they were involved in civil rights organizations. Letters arrived from labor leaders, citing similar concerns. Less than a year after signing his executive order, Truman was already coming dangerously close to equating dissent with disloyalty, whether he intended to or not.

During its five and a half years in operation, Truman’s loyalty program involved 4.76 million background checks, including two million current employees and 500,000 new hires each year, at a cost of $25 million a year (about $325 million in 2023). The screens resulted in 26,236 FBI field investigations. Most were eventually cleared, but 6,828 people resigned or withdrew their applications, and 560 were fired. Not a single spy was ever discovered by the program. Its defenders argued that it succeeded by deterring potential subversives. But it also likely deterred many bright, talented people from applying because they had joined a front in college, or signed a petition supporting a labor strike. The same went for current federal employees: The order put a premium on submission and raised the price for individual expression.

In his memoirs, Truman defended the rationale behind the program but admitted that it was deeply flawed in practice. For him, its biggest sin was that, even if a person was cleared of disloyalty, the charge would remain in their file, following them the rest of their career, guaranteeing that with each new job, they would be forced to go through the same humiliating probe into their personal lives. “This is not in the tradition of American fair play and justice,” he wrote. He called the program the best he could do “under the climate of opinion that then existed,” but to friends he admitted, “Yes, it was terrible.”

Within a few weeks in early 1947, President Truman had enacted two of the defining programs of the Cold War. One, to aid Greece and Turkey, declared that the United States would go toe-to-toe with the Soviet Union whenever and wherever it stepped outside the Iron Curtain. The other, the loyalty program, might not have seemed as momentous at the time. But by conceding that the federal government was already infiltrated with subversives and then establishing a program to remove them that was ripe for abuse, Truman set the stage for the anti-Communist hysteria that was to come.
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The Republican midterm landslide of November 1946 brought new leadership to Congress, impatient after so many long years under the thumb of Roosevelt and the New Deal. But there was only so much they could accomplish with a Democratic president, even one as unpopular as Harry Truman. Among the few areas where they could score points against the White House were high-profile investigations—and under the incoming chairman of HUAC, J. Parnell Thomas, that’s what they got.

A red-faced pug of a man, Thomas was born John Parnell Feeney Jr. in Jersey City, New Jersey, the descendant of working-class, Irish Catholic immigrants. He changed his name to the more Anglo-Saxon-sounding J. Parnell Thomas and converted to Episcopalianism, at the time both assets in his climb up New Jersey’s political ladder. He made sure he checked all the right boxes along the way: an education at the University of Pennsylvania and a long stint on Wall Street, followed by success in local offices culminating in the mayoralty of Allendale, a leafy north Jersey suburb of New York, before entering the House of Representatives in 1936.

Once there Thomas proved to be reliably extremist in his anti–New Deal politics. He joined HUAC, and despite coming from the other party he supported its chairman, Martin Dies, in his often quixotic crusade to prove that Roosevelt’s agenda was a Communist ruse. When Dies held public hearings into allegedly subversive activity within the Federal Theatre Project, Thomas melodramatically amplified the charge, declaring that “practically every play presented under the auspices of the Project is sheer propaganda for Communism or the New Deal.” He was considered second only to Dies on the committee in his desire for the spotlight, and often outdid the chairman in his ability to look like a fool. (He wasn’t alone in that regard: During the 1938 Federal Theatre Project hearings, another member, Joe Starnes of Alabama, interrupted the project’s director as she spoke about staging Christopher Marlowe’s sixteenth-century play Dr. Faustus. “You are quoting from this Marlowe,” Starnes said. “Is he a Communist?”) When control of HUAC passed to the Republicans in 1946, Thomas made sure he was at the front of the line for the chairmanship.

Thomas was among the first to realize that the incipient Cold War presented culture warriors like himself with a new chance to take on the left—not just the New Deal, but progressivism itself. In a flurry of letters to President Truman in early 1947, he lacerated the White House for not taking Communism seriously. “It is a menace that is so serious, that unless it is dealt with by the law enforcement agencies of the Federal Government, the time may well arrive when the very security of our country will be impaired by this fifth column within our midst,” he wrote on March 31. “It is for this reason that I address you as the President of the United States, to directly inform you of the apprehension which exists among many members of Congress, over the failure of the Department of Justice to prosecute the many serious violations of the Federal Statues by these conspirators.” It was not enough, Thomas went on, to tighten up security within the government. Communism—as a party, as an idea—had to be ripped out of American society root and branch. He and his allies had been saying this for a decade or more. Now, suddenly, with U.S.-Soviet tensions rising, people were willing to listen.

During five days of hearings at the end of March 1947, just weeks after the president issued his executive order establishing a loyalty program, Thomas called forth witness after witness to describe the mounting threat posed by the Communist Party—and, by implication, to show that the president’s efforts came up short. The hearings were to consider a pair of bills: one would forbid Communist candidates from running for office and forbid the teaching of Communism or expressing “the impression of sympathy” with it in the classroom; the other would outlaw the party completely. Some of the witnesses supported the legislation, while others worried that it would just drive the party underground. But all of them scrambled over each other to warn HUAC of the growing danger posed by left-wing radicalism. John Thomas Taylor of the American Legion said that “Communism is making bigger strides in this country than it has ever made before.” May Talmadge, president general of the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) and a supporter of both bills, declared that “it is time to clean house” of “traitors.”

But such histrionics could not upstage the witness who followed them. J. Edgar Hoover made a point of rarely appearing before Congress, save for his annual appeals for more funding for the FBI. So when he entered the hearing room on the afternoon of March 26, 1947, the press was there in full to greet him. He had been invited to speak on the proposed legislation, but Hoover likely had a different, ulterior motive in mind when he agreed. The fall midterms had reshuffled the deck on Capitol Hill, giving him a new, much more sympathetic audience than the Democrats who came before. The elections also signaled something deeper, a first crack in the New Deal coalition that had dominated Washington for well over a decade. And while Hoover had always managed to work with the Democrats, neither Roosevelt nor Truman had given him the power and room to maneuver that he wanted. Truman wasn’t going anywhere, not for another two years at least. For now, Hoover knew he should build a bridge with HUAC.

The FBI and HUAC, he began, were a lot alike. Both were committed to “the protection of the internal security of this nation.” But they differed in methods: The FBI investigated, Hoover said, while Thomas and his colleagues used their high profile to expose “the forces that menace America.” The committee, Hoover went on, performed “a distinct service when it publicly reveals the diabolic machinations of sinister figures engaged in un-American activities.” Once finished with his fawning over Chairman Thomas, Hoover proceeded to explain all the ways that the Communist Party was digging itself into American society—propaganda, the film industry, taking over unions—with a single end in mind: the violent overthrow of democratic government. “The Communist, once he is fully trained and indoctrinated, realizes that he can create his order in the United States only by bloody revolution.” Like the committee members, Hoover pronounced Communist with a slight drawl: “COHmonist.”

Hoover conceded that the party was small in number, just over sixty thousand. But he said that for each member there were ten people underground and in front organizations ready to do the party’s bidding, and who therefore also needed to be investigated and monitored. And, he added, the per capita number of Communists in America was greater than that of Russia in 1917, on the eve of the Russian Revolution. America might not be on the verge of its own revolution, but in Hoover’s mind it would come soon enough unless HUAC, the FBI, and everyday Americans stood up to the Communists. “They know that today it is a fight to the finish,” Hoover told HUAC, “and that soon their backs will be to the wall.”

Thomas agreed. He had already chosen his first target, some 2,700 miles to the west.



Hollywood had long been a bugbear of conservative politicians, an imagined den of liberal iniquity, even though the film industry was more divided, and more conservative, than the rest of the country understood. Martin Dies held hearings into its possible Communist ties in 1940. J. Edgar Hoover had opened his own investigation into film industry subversives in 1942. John Rankin had undertaken a one-man investigation in 1945, coming back with a nice tan but not much else to show for his weeks in the Southern California sun. Rankin, who at the time was temporarily in charge of HUAC while Wood was on leave, was particularly interested in proving that the film industry was controlled by Jews—which, in his mind, was tantamount to being run by Moscow. The rest of the committee humored him. “We don’t know what information he had,” said one congressman, “but the motion was agreed to on the theory that we ought to find out whether our acting chairman is having nightmares or whether there really is something that ought to be investigated.” None of those accusations and reconnaissance efforts had proven anything, and had in fact added to the impression that HUAC was the last refuge of congressional cranks. But the onset of the Cold War, and the Republican takeover of Congress, gave new life to the idea that in Hollywood lay the evidence to prove the vast left-wing conspiracy that many conservatives had long promised to find.

Hollywood was indeed a hotbed of the progressive left of the 1930s and ’40s. Nowhere outside the reddest districts of New York City did the Communist Party find such welcome and fertile ground. Many of the personnel who populated the early film industry, from stagehands to actors, were drawn from the reliably progressive theater world around Manhattan. And, perhaps, the “dream factory,” as Hollywood was called, found it especially easy to idealize the Communist Party as a North Star: After all, during the 1930s, the Communists were often engaged in the heroic stuff of which movies are made, marching on the front lines of union organizing, rallying against racist violence in the South, and raising volunteers to go fight in Spain. The Hollywood elite ate it up. In her memoir The Kindness of Strangers, the Austrian screenwriter Salka Viertel recalled throwing a party at her home for the French novelist André Malraux. An ardent Communist, Malraux had recently been to see the fighting in Spain, and he was now in Hollywood to gin up donations. “Standing in front of the fireplace, Malraux urgently and passionately asked for help for the heroic struggle of the Loyalists and told about the great support Franco was getting from Hitler and Mussolini,” Viertel wrote. “At the end Malraux thanked the cheering crowd, raising his fist in the communist salute. I turned around to see the effect and to my amazement saw ladies in mink rising and clenching their bejeweled hands.”

The party was particularly attractive to screenwriters, who tended to be college-educated and better informed about world events than others in the industry. “The communists had led the antifascist fight. They had led the fight against racism and colonialism. They have dared and sacrificed the most,” wrote the screenwriter Walter Bernstein, who joined the party in 1944 after getting out of the army. Inspired by the party, the screenwriters also saw themselves as uniquely positioned to change the tenor of Hollywood’s output, which up until the 1930s tended to lean into hackneyed stereotypes about women, the underprivileged, and people of color. It was not usually the case, as HUAC and others later charged, that Communist-friendly screenwriters incorporated Soviet propaganda into their scripts. What they did do, though, was create dignified Black characters, independent female characters, and working-class characters whose ambitions and struggles took primacy over those of bankers, celebrities, and abusive shift managers.

The Communists, in turn, understood the value of Hollywood to the party, and treated its film industry members with care. In most cases around the country, local party branches were buried under blankets of bureaucracy: At the top sat the Political Committee, a group of seven who ran its day-to-day operations, and a National Committee of thirty-five functionaries from around the country. Reporting to them were the state-level organizations, within which were county- and city-level units. And within those, at the very base, were branches, often grouped around a neighborhood or an industry. The hierarchy was strict, the rules ironclad—except for Hollywood. Every other branch, among the restive workers of Detroit and the combative longshoremen of San Francisco, had to interact with the party’s leadership through city- and state-level intermediaries. Only Hollywood had direct access to the Political Committee in New York.

Most Communists had to put in time selling copies of The Daily Worker on street corners; the Hollywood members were largely exempt from such drudge work. “Swimming-pool Communists,” they were called. The party never imagined that movie stars would someday lead a revolution, or even join one. Instead, it saw Hollywood as a source of funds, especially during the Great Depression, when the film industry was about the only one in America making any money. Hollywood also helped whitewash the image of the party, when the majority of Americans considered it something foreign and at least vaguely threatening. After all, the party had declared that Communism was twentieth-century Americanism—and what else was more American than the movies?

The party never gained much from its efforts to penetrate the ranks of Hollywood. Many in the film industry admired Communism, but very few joined. There was always something more exciting to do in Los Angeles than sit through an hours-long lecture on Marx’s theory of excess labor. “I knew that the Communist Party was no menace,” Walter Bernstein said. “The charge that we wanted to overthrow the government by force and violence was ludicrous…. Our meetings might have been less boring if they had.” Most screenwriters were never going to accept the strict ideological limits that party leaders demanded in their work, and most actors were never going to submit their egos to party discipline for very long. It was fun if it seemed like a game, a reason to have parties, or a boost to one’s moral self-esteem. As soon as it presented obligations or required ethical acrobatics to stick with the Stalinist line, people left.

And, truth be told, Hollywood was never as uniformly left-wing as its fans and critics believed. The film industry attracts all kinds, and if the progressives seemed like the majority it was only because they were often the loudest. Many of its biggest stars were conservatives, names remembered today, like Gary Cooper and John Wayne, and others long forgotten, like Adolphe Menjou. There were also those much further to the right: There was a Los Angeles branch of the Ku Klux Klan, which even got one of its members, John Clinton Porter, elected mayor in 1929. In 1935, reportedly with funding from the press baron William Randolph Hearst, the writer Arthur Guy Empey founded the Hollywood Hussars, a uniformed paramilitary cavalry unit that, he said, was “armed to the teeth and ready to gallop on horseback within an hour to cope with any emergency menacing the safety of the community, fights or strikes, floods or earthquakes, wars, Japanese ‘invasions,’ communistic ‘revolutions,’ or whatnot.”

But the real forces of conservatism in Hollywood were the all-powerful studio heads, who ruled over the industry like bickering princes. They had come from poverty, or close to it, many of them as children of immigrants from Eastern Europe by way of East Coast slums. Jack Warner and his brothers grew up among the mobsters and brothel owners of Youngstown, Ohio, before finding their way into vaudeville and from there to theaters and, eventually, Hollywood. Warner was a close affiliate of Franklin Roosevelt and so supportive of his agenda that Warner Brothers became known as the “New Deal studio.” But he detested Communists within the industry. Other heads had hardened in their dislike for Roosevelt and his attacks on “economic royalists.” In 1934 Louis B. Mayer, the head of MGM, forced his employees to contribute to the defeat of the socialist writer Upton Sinclair in his run for California governor on a platform to end poverty in the state. Up until America’s entry into World War II, the studios regularly gave Georg Gyssling, a German diplomat in Los Angeles, a de facto veto over anti-Nazi material in their films (Warner Brothers being a vocal exception).

The studio heads did not spend too much time thinking about the Hollywood Communists themselves; they understood that the party was insular, ineffective, and ultimately self-defeating. Their worry was the emergence of labor militancy on their backlots. They still held on to the idea that Hollywood was a world apart from the rest of the country, a craftsman’s town, not an industry—an idea that, not coincidentally, concealed the fact that Hollywood was in fact an industry, with tens of thousands of manual laborers, who built and painted and electrified and cleaned. And just as labor activism swept the rest of the country, it swept through Hollywood as well. It came later than elsewhere, not until the 1940s, but when it did, it was violent and divisive, cleaving the town and setting the stage, so to speak, for the anti-Communist witch hunts to come.

The studio heads hardened their feelings about the left during a series of unionization fights during and right after World War II. Since the 1920s, the studios had either fought back efforts to create unions in Hollywood or forced their employees into unions they themselves created, organizations which rarely took a position against the companies’ wishes. But the social and cultural changes of the 1930s brought a new, more aggressive, more progressive generation of union activists to the fore, people willing to take on the studios even if it meant bringing Hollywood to a halt.

In April 1933, the screenwriter John Howard Lawson, an outspoken Communist, gathered nine other writers at the Hollywood Knickerbocker Hotel to create the Screen Writers Guild. The effort got Lawson fired from his MGM contract, but he persevered. Within a year they had 173 members, who pushed aggressively against the long hours and low pay that most writers endured. The Conference of Studio Unions (CSU) was similarly strident; organized by an ex-boxer named Herbert Sorrell, it was an umbrella group that in the early 1940s set about trying to peel off trade-specific unions—carpenters, electricians, set designers—from the more studio-friendly International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees, another umbrella group. In early 1945 the alliance tried to block a group of set designers from bolting to Sorrell’s union; after a weak attempt at mediation by both sides, Sorrell called a strike. On March 12, all ten thousand of his members walked off the job. Some 60 percent of Hollywood shut down.

Negotiations dragged on, and after six months, tensions boiled over. On October 5, 1945, some one thousand striking workers massed outside the entrance to Warner Brothers, whose liberal politics gave them hope for a sympathetic audience. They were mistaken: As Jack Warner watched from the roof of a nearby building, fighting broke out between Sorrell’s strikers and several dozen strikebreakers. A car was overturned. Chains and bats came out. After four hours, dozens were arrested and more than forty people hospitalized. They called it Hollywood Bloody Friday.

Eventually the studios arranged a settlement. Both sides claimed victory, but the studios were the real winners. During the strike, they smeared Sorrell as a dangerous left-winger—studio lackeys plastered the town in anti-CSU leaflets, accusing him of being a power-hungry radical who, if not officially a Communist, was still “sympathetic and definitely interested in the communist idea.” (Sorrell was not a Communist, but he joked that he would take the party’s money anyway.) The strike forced all of Hollywood to take sides, not on the ultimately minor question of which union best represented the industry’s workers, but increasingly on whether one was for or against Communism. The ensuing fight would tear Hollywood apart.



The Red Scare in Hollywood began in mid-July 1946, just three months after Winston Churchill announced the onset of the Cold War during his speech in Missouri. In Los Angeles, a man named Billy Wilkerson entered the confessional at the Blessed Sacrament Catholic Church on Sunset Boulevard. “Father, I’m launching a campaign, and it’s gonna cause a lot of hurt,” he told the attendant priest. “But they are, you know, antipathetic to my faith. They are my natural enemies. And I just need to know what to do.”

Wilkerson was the publisher of The Hollywood Reporter, and he wasn’t really looking for advice. He had long since made up his mind. He had spent his career in theaters and movies, first along the East Coast and then in Los Angeles, where he flamed out as an aspiring studio tycoon but found his niche in magazines. He became Los Angeles’s leading conservative. His flagship Hollywood Reporter was a must-read in the industry, and he anchored it with his own column, “Trade Views”—views which, more often than not, centered on the alleged takeover of Hollywood by Communists. For years he had gone after progressive groups like the Screen Writers Guild, but his charges had been vague, his warnings unsupported by evidence. No one listened. But after the strike, and with the forced solidarity of World War II giving way to the frightening realities of the Cold War, he had decided to go all in. He was going to name names. All he wanted was permission.

“Get those bastards, Billy,” the priest said.

Wilkerson’s column appeared on July 29, 1946. He identified eleven men by name, mostly screenwriters, as Communists and sympathizers, and indicated that they were only a representative sample. “This is not an issue that concerns merely a few hundred writers,” Wilkerson wrote. “It concerns millions of readers who must depend upon the free trade of ideas.” He spoke directly to Hollywood, as an industry insider who demanded the attention of studio heads. And now, he demanded a ban on anyone who had ever associated with the Communists. In other words, a blacklist.

Others soon joined Wilkerson in battle. The actor Ronald Reagan, an increasingly influential member of the Screen Actors Guild, had started his career as, in his words, a “a near-hopeless hemophilic liberal.” But he had grown wary of men like John Howard Lawson, the screenwriter and Communist, and groups like the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee, which often raised money in Hollywood. “Most of us called them liberals, and, being liberal ourselves, bedded down with them with no thought for the safety of our wallets,” Reagan wrote in his 1965 memoir. As his suspicions grew, he went looking for fights. At a meeting of the Hollywood Independent Citizens Committee of the Arts, Sciences, and Professions (HICCASP)—a Communist front whose acronym, he joked, was “pronounced like the cough of a dying man”—Reagan watched as members savaged Jimmy Roosevelt, Franklin’s son, for proposing a resolution denouncing Communism. When Reagan stepped in to defend him, he reported that Lawson got in his face, calling him a “fascist,” a “red-baiter,” and “capitalist scum.” The experience seared the future president. Soon he was in touch with the FBI, funneling names of suspected party members to J. Edgar Hoover.

Reagan found an abundance of like-minded liberal apostates, along with many who had never been liberal to begin with. They even had their own organization, the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals, founded in 1944 to, in the words of one conservative screenwriter, “turn off the faucets which dripped red water into film scripts.” Even before Wilkerson’s declaration of war in The Hollywood Reporter, the alliance had built strong ties with HUAC in Washington and with California state representative Jack Tenney, a former lounge singer (best known for “Mexicali Rose”) who ran his own mini-HUAC in Sacramento. They established a particularly strong relationship with the American Legion. The Legion’s local base, Post No. 43, was located on North Highland Avenue, a few blocks up the hill from Hollywood Boulevard, and the alliance met once a month in its capacious auditorium to hear like-minded speakers—among them John Wayne—attack Communists in the film industry.

Another leading member of the alliance was the screenwriter and novelist Ayn Rand. Born in St. Petersburg, Russia, in 1905, she had come to the United States in 1926 and settled in Los Angeles. After getting a bit part in Cecil. B. De Mille’s 1927 film King of Kings, she had some success as a screenwriter before turning to fiction and essay writing. Her 1943 novel The Fountainhead, about an architect battling the forces of cultural collectivism, sold millions of copies during her lifetime. It was optioned for a film, and she returned to Hollywood to write the screenplay. For the Motion Picture Alliance, Rand wrote a pamphlet, the Screen Guide for Americans, a list of do’s and don’ts for screenwriters and producers that doubled as a checklist for moviegoers. “The influence of Communists in Hollywood is due, not to their own power, but to the unthinking carelessness of those who profess to oppose them,” she wrote. The list included headings like “don’t smear the free enterprise system” (adding, “don’t pretend that Americanism and the free enterprise system are two different things”), “don’t deify the common man,” and “don’t smear industrialists,” under which she wrote, “It is the moral (no, not just political but moral) duty of every decent man in the motion picture industry to throw into the ashcan, where it belongs, every story that smears industrialists as such.” Class-conscious story lines and characters were common in 1930s screenplays. Now Rand was redefining them as cardinal sins.
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