

[image: images]






There were hundreds of thousands of American communists like Frank who agitated throughout the twentieth century. They chose the wrong side of history, a horrendously bloody side that left a wake of more than 100 million corpses from the streets of the Bolshevik Revolution to the base of the Berlin Wall—double the combined dead of the century’s two world wars. And they never apologized. Quite the contrary, they cursed their accusers for daring to charge (correctly) that they were communists whose ideology threatened the American way and the greater world and all of humanity. They took their denials to the grave, and still today their liberal/progressive dupes continue to conceal their crimes and curse their accusers for them. We need hundreds and thousands of more books on American communists like Frank, so we can finally start to get this history right—and, more so, learn its vital lessons. To fail to do so is a great historical injustice.


We especially need to flesh out these lessons, which are morality tales in the truest sense of the word, when we find the rarest case of a man like “Frank” managing to influence someone as influential as the current president of the United States of America—the leader of the free world and driver of the mightiest political/economic engine in history. Such figures cannot be ignored.


The people who influence our presidents matter.


—from The Communist: The Untold Story of Barack Obama’s Mentor









“I admire Russia for wiping out an economic system which permitted a handful of rich to exploit and beat gold from the millions of plain people.… As one who believes in freedom and democracy for all, I honor the Red nation.”


—FRANK MARSHALL DAVIS, 1947


In his memoir, Barack Obama omits the full name of his mentor, simply calling him “Frank.” Now, the truth is out: Never has a figure as deeply troubling and controversial as Frank Marshall Davis had such an impact on the development of an American president.


Although other radical influences on Obama, from Jeremiah Wright to Bill Ayers, have been scrutinized, the public knows little about Davis, a card-carrying member of the Communist Party USA, cited by the Associated Press as an “important influence” on Obama, one whom he “looked to” not merely for “advice on living” but as a “father” figure.


While the Left has willingly dismissed Davis (with good reason), here are the indisputable, eye-opening facts: Frank Marshall Davis was a pro-Soviet, pro–Red China communist. His Communist Party USA card number, revealed in FBI files, was CP #47544. He was a prototype of the loyal Soviet patriot, so radical that the FBI placed him on the federal government’s Security Index. In the early 1950s, Davis opposed U.S. attempts to slow Stalin and Mao. He favored Red Army takeovers of Central and Eastern Europe, and communist control in Korea and Vietnam. Dutifully serving the cause, he edited and wrote for communist newspapers in both Chicago and Honolulu, courting contributors who were Soviet agents. In the 1970s, amid this dangerous political theater, Frank Marshall Davis came into Barack Obama’s life.


Aided by access to explosive declassified FBI files, Soviet archives, and Davis’s original newspaper columns, Paul Kengor explores how Obama sought out Davis and how Davis found in Obama an impressionable young man, one susceptible to Davis’s worldview that opposed American policy and traditional values while praising communist regimes. Kengor sees remnants of this worldview in Obama’s early life and even, ultimately, his presidency.


Kengor charts with definitive accuracy the progression of Davis’s communist ideas from Chicago to Hawaii. He explores how certain elements of the Obama administration’s agenda reflect Davis’s columns advocating wealth redistribution, government stimulus for “public works projects,” taxpayer-funding of universal health care, and nationalizing General Motors. Davis’s writings excoriated the “tentacles of big business,” blasted Wall Street and “greedy” millionaires, lambasted GOP tax cuts that “spare the rich,” attacked “excess profits” and oil companies, and perceived the Catholic Church as an obstacle to his vision for the state—all the while echoing Davis’s often repeated mantra for transformational and fundamental “change.”


And yet, The Communist is not unsympathetic to Davis, revealing him as something of a victim, an African-American who suffered devastating racial persecution in the Jim Crow era, steering this justly angered young man on a misguided political track. That Davis supported violent and heartless communist regimes over his own country is impossible to defend. That he was a source of inspiration to President Barack Obama is impossible to ignore.


Is Obama working to fulfill the dreams of Frank Marshall Davis? That question has been impossible to answer, since Davis’s writings and relationship with Obama have either been deliberately obscured or dismissed as irrelevant. With Paul Kengor’s The Communist, Americans can finally weigh the evidence and decide for themselves.
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    They’ll train you so good, you’ll start believing what they tell you about equal opportunity and the American way and all that sh-t.


—Frank Marshall Davis to Barack Obama, Dreams from My Father


    I’m tired of being beaned with those double meaning words like “sacred institutions” and “the American way of life” which our flag-waving fascists and lukewarm liberals hurl at us day and night.


    —Frank Marshall Davis, Chicago Star, communist newspaper, November 9, 1946
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Introduction: Past Is Prologue


 


I pledge myself to rally the masses to defend the Soviet Union, the land of victorious socialism. I pledge myself to remain at all times a vigilant and firm defender of the Leninist line of the Party, the only line that insures the triumph of Soviet Power in the United States.1


—American Communist Party’s Oath of Allegiance, 1935


 


THE PEOPLE WHO influence our presidents matter.


Any worthy biographer of a president starts with those who influenced the president. To ignore such figures would be scholarly or journalistic negligence.


I know this well. I have personally written biographies of figures as diverse as Hillary Clinton, George W. Bush, and Ronald Reagan, among others. In every case I started by taking a hard look at the people who influenced these leaders. Consider, for example, the influences on two of my subjects:


Ronald Reagan’s mentor was Ben Cleaver. A pastor at the First Christian Church in Dixon, Illinois, Cleaver was a father figure to Reagan during his teen years, right up to college. The University of Chicago theology graduate was intellectual and patriotic, given to invoking Washington and Lincoln, whether from the pulpit or to the local American Legion.2


The kind of instruction Ronald Reagan got from Reverend Cleaver was in the tradition of an exceptional America, a Shining City on a Hill, a “light unto the nations” that “cannot be hidden,” which ought to “shine before men.” This divinely inspired, blessed nation stood in contrast to “the heart of darkness” that was the Soviet Union.3 America was to be a model, a guiding light proclaiming liberty to the captives. The American way was a good way.


Many years removed from Cleaver, those messages were embedded in Reagan’s soul. “I’ve spoken of the shining city all my political life,” President Reagan said in his January 1989 Farewell Address. “In my mind it was a tall, proud city built on rocks stronger than oceans, wind-swept, God-blessed.”


It was like Ben Cleaver speaking from the grave.


•   •   •


Hillary Clinton is not only a prominent modern liberal but she was also the chief rival for the 2008 Democratic presidential nomination that went to Barack Obama. Today she serves as President Obama’s secretary of state. Clinton’s mentor was Don Jones, youth minister at First Methodist Church in Park Ridge, Illinois. Just like Cleaver to Reagan, Jones entered Hillary’s life at adolescence and influenced her right up to her departure for college. Fresh out of divinity school at Drew University, Reverend Jones constantly interacted with Hillary and other teens, especially through his Thursday evening “University of Life” program.4


Jones saw in Hillary a precocious youngster, and advised her on the wider world. Hillary stopped by Jones’s office after school or on summer afternoons, eager to talk. Jones had her read Tillich, Niebuhr, Søren Kierkegaard, Dietrich Bonhoeffer; they had lengthy discussions.5


To be sure, some conservative writers have decried Jones’s influence, a man of the Religious Left who converted Hillary from the conservative “Goldwater girl” of her father to the liberal she became. But whether Don Jones from the liberal side or Ben Cleaver from the conservative side—or various other mentors to our presidents—these men loved America. No one questioned their dedication to the American way of life. They wholeheartedly professed, enthusiastically proclaimed, and even preached it.


Virtually all prominent leaders throughout American history have had well-publicized mentors. For example, among Democrats: President Franklin Delano Roosevelt often remembered the impact of his former headmaster, Endicott Peabody, an Episcopalian minister. President Jimmy Carter declared the “profound effect” of Admiral Hyman Rickover.6 President Bill Clinton cited J. William Fulbright of Arkansas, the longest-running chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.7 Vice President Al Gore pointed to Roger Revelle, a Harvard environmental scientist.8 Vice President Joe Biden speaks fondly of the late New York senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan.9


The list of such people and their mentors is long, but to detail it would simply belabor an obvious point: The people who influence our leaders matter.


THE FRANK MARSHALL DAVIS FACTOR


Among biographical subjects I have covered, none wrote about their mentors in their memoirs like Obama did with Frank Marshall Davis. In Reagan’s memoirs, An American Life, Reagan never once mentioned Ben Cleaver.10 Hillary Clinton, in her memoirs, Living History, mentioned Don Jones very little. While noting Jones’s influence on matters like “social justice,” Hillary does not speak of Jones affecting her “life” in the way Obama did of Frank Marshall Davis in his memoirs, Dreams from My Father.11 Compared to Reagan and Hillary, not to mention other mentors, Obama speaks far more of Frank Marshall Davis in his memoirs, and certainly more substantively. And yet, no journalist or scholar hesitates to acknowledge Ben Cleaver as a mentor to Reagan or Don Jones as a mentor to Hillary. So, why do biographers—actually, liberal biographers—hesitate to do so for Obama’s Frank? In this book, readers will quickly learn the obvious answer: Because neither Ben Cleaver nor Don Jones was a pro-Soviet member of Communist Party USA.


I have no doubt that this is why Obama was careful to never once give Frank Marshall Davis’s full name in Dreams from My Father.


Liberal biographers have responded in kind, exhibiting a very unjournalistic, unscholarly bias to their subject, dutifully doing backflips to protect Barack Obama. Such is the sort of scandalous neglect we have witnessed from our media in its shielding of Barack Obama—a bias that Mrs. Clinton herself noticed most acutely, understanding that the bias probably cost her not merely the Democratic Party’s nomination to the presidency but the White House itself.


It is scandalous that so little attention has been paid to Frank Marshall Davis and his influence on our president. The general public knows little to nothing about this man. Liberal journalists, historians, scholars, and pundits would never tolerate such self-imposed ignorance if facing a conservative president influenced by a figure this extreme to the right.


Nonetheless, Barack Obama’s left-leaning biographers have either willfully ignored Frank Marshall Davis or seriously downplayed his influence and communist leanings. Of everything written on Obama over the years, no book has focused specifically on Frank. And now, after considerable time researching and writing on the subject, I understand why: No president has been influenced by a figure as politically troubling as this one.


Here are the facts, and they are indisputable: Frank Marshall Davis was a pro-Soviet, pro–Red China, card-carrying member of Communist Party USA (CPUSA). His Communist Party card number was 47544.12 He did endless Soviet propaganda work in his newspaper columns, at every juncture agitating and opposing U.S. attempts to slow Stalin and Mao in the late 1940s and early 1950s. He favored Red Army takeovers of Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Central and Eastern Europe as a whole. In China, he urged America to dump the “fascist” Chiang in support of Mao’s Red forces. He wanted communist takeovers in Korea and Vietnam. He was adamantly, angrily anti-NATO, anti–Marshall Plan, anti–Truman Doctrine. He argued that U.S. officials under President Harry Truman—whom he portrayed as a fascist, racist, and imperialist—and under secretaries of state George Marshall and Dean Acheson were handing West Germany back to the Nazis, while Stalin was pursuing “democracy” in East Germany and throughout the Communist Bloc. He portrayed America’s leaders as “aching for an excuse to launch a nuclear nightmare of mass murder and extermination” against the Chinese and the Soviets—and eager to end all civilization. His writings were breathtakingly irresponsible and shamelessly outrageous. A Reverend Jeremiah Wright sermon or Professor Bill Ayers lecture is tame by comparison.


Frank Marshall Davis toed the Soviet/Stalinist line unflinchingly, unerringly, unabashedly. He was the prototype of the dedicated CPUSA foot soldier and loyal Soviet patriot who dutifully served the Motherland. He wrote for and edited communist newspapers in Chicago and Honolulu. For the Chicago Star, he was founder and executive editor. Known among locals as the “Red Star,” it was an unapologetically pro-Soviet/communist weekly run by closet CPUSA members. Some of its contributors, as I will show, were actual Soviet agents. Certain contributors and even some board members—dear friends and mentors of Frank—had not only been trained in Moscow but took up full-time residence there.


In the Chicago Star, Frank and his comrades mocked the claims of Winston Churchill (whom Frank detested) that an Iron Curtain was being erected by Stalin in Europe; to the contrary, they maintained that the only “Iron Curtains” were those being erected by Frank’s worst demons: anticommunists in the American press and General Motors. The problem was not Stalin’s Iron Curtain, scoffed Frank Marshall Davis, but “G.M.’s iron curtain,” being raised by “General Motors’ Hitlers.”


Frank Marshall Davis’s political antics were so radical that the FBI placed him on the federal government’s Security Index, which meant that he could be immediately detained or arrested in the event of a national emergency, such as a war breaking out between the United States and the USSR.


TARGET: DEMOCRATS


Here is a wake-up call for President Obama’s Democratic base: Frank’s targets were chiefly Democrats, especially Harry Truman. In fact, before Frank joined the Communist Party, he had supported Republicans, not Democrats. In 1936 and 1940, he actually worked for the presidential campaigns of Alf Landon and Wendell Willkie, whom the GOP ran against FDR.


Why target Truman? Frank’s peak period of procommunist, pro-Soviet writings was 1946–51, when Stalin’s Red Army was rampaging through Eastern Europe and erecting an Iron Curtain in front of a path of conquest, blood, and destruction. Standing in Stalin’s way was a former Missouri farmer/haberdasher-turned-politician named Harry S. Truman, president from 1945 to 1953. This means that Frank’s most bitter foes, whom he tarred and feathered and eviscerated in his writings, were not Republicans but Democrats, including leading members of Truman’s administration, from Secretary of State George Marshall to Attorney General Tom Clark.


George Marshall, of course, is an American icon. His name and integrity require no elaboration. As for Tom Clark’s credentials, Truman appointed Clark to the Supreme Court, and his descendants include the left’s longtime antiwar luminary Ramsey Clark. Tom Clark eventually stepped down from the high court when Ramsey, his son, was himself appointed attorney general—by President Lyndon Johnson. In stepping down, Tom Clark opened the historic vacant seat that was filled by Thurgood Marshall, America’s first African-American Supreme Court justice.


Clark’s Justice Department—not to mention various Democrat-run Senate and House congressional committees—painstakingly compiled exhaustive lists of subversive communist fronts, which correctly listed numerous groups that were close to Frank or of which Frank had been an active member. Frank labeled Clark a red-baiting, witch-hunting, violence-inspiring racist and “assassin” of civil rights: “White Supremacist Tom Clark.”13


As for Harry Truman, Frank’s Chicago Star trashed him with headlines like “WHITE HOUSE TO WHITE HOODS: KKK HAILS TRUMAN’S POLICY AS ITS OWN” and “TRUMAN KNIFES HOPE FOR PEACE.”


These Democrats were not like the Nancy Pelosi Democrats of today. They were old-time, anticommunist, Cold War Democrats. And Frank Marshall Davis despised them.


To say that Frank Marshall Davis was brutal to his critics is an understatement. His rhetoric was incredibly inflammatory. He was unrelenting in describing his opponents as “fascists,” “racists,” “Klansmen,” “Nazis,” “storm troopers,” “mini-Hitlers,” and on and on. His unflagging, over-the-top language, over the course of decades, was downright obscene. Joe McCarthy’s most demagogic statements about Harry Truman and George Marshall are kind compared to Frank’s fusillade.


Speaking of Joe McCarthy, liberals today try to portray Frank as a victim of McCarthyism. To the contrary, Frank did not deal with McCarthy, a Republican; it was Democrats who pursued Frank and his comrades, especially Democrats on the Senate Judiciary Committee. When Frank was called to Washington to testify on his pro-Soviet activities, it was by Democrats. And the Republican committee member who questioned Frank happened to be the very senator who led the fight to censure Joe McCarthy.14 It was a Democratic Senate that, in an official 1957 report titled “Scope of Soviet Activity in the United States,” publicly listed Frank as “an identified member of the Communist Party.” In fact, throughout the vast majority of its existence, the House Committee on Un-American Activities, which Frank and his leftist friends denounced as the House “Un-American Committee,” was run by Democrats, stretching from Rep. Martin Dies (D-TX), to Rep. Francis Walter (D-PA), to Rep. Richard Ichord (D-MO), among others. In other words, critics of this book looking for an anti-Democrat bias are in for a shock: It was Frank Marshall Davis himself who displayed the worst bias toward Democrats. If anything, this book is a sustained defense of the Democrats whom Frank did battle with.


But it is not a defense of all Democrats. After all, when Frank honed his pen to slash and gash racist segregationists in his columns, they were almost always Democrats—Southern Democrat New Dealers like Congressman John Rankin and Senator Theodore Bilbo (both from Mississippi). Those Democrats I certainly do not defend.


Finally, one last sobering warning for Democrats: After all of those blistering attacks on their party, Frank hopped in bed with the Democrats—but only to use them, just as he and fellow communists had long exploited the “progressive” label. Once the Hawaiian Communist Party went underground, with Henry Wallace’s Progressive Party having collapsed, Hawaii’s Reds changed their tactics, concentrating instead on infiltrating the Democratic Party, even running their members in local elections to seize delegate positions. One of those who not only urged this tactic but was himself elected to a Democratic precinct was Frank Marshall Davis.15 For America’s Reds, it was the start of a long march to operate within the Democratic Party, transforming it from the party of Harry Truman and John F. Kennedy to the party of Nancy Pelosi and Barack Obama.


FRANK’S INFLUENCE ON OBAMA


Amid this political theater, Frank Marshall Davis came into Barack Obama’s life in the 1970s. Importantly, his deep roots in the far left had not dried up by the time he was sharing his life’s wisdom with a young Obama. Among the material housed in communist archives is a February 15, 1979, document from the New York–based American Committee for Protection of Foreign Born (ACPFB), which, at that point, was one of the oldest remaining communist fronts operating in the United States. The Seventy-eighth Congress had identified ACPFB as such way back in 1944 in its seminal two-thousand-one-hundred-page investigative report of front groups. The report noted that the ACPFB “was founded by the Communist Party in order to exploit racial divisions in the United States for its own revolutionary purposes.”16 The standard party line by ACPFB and by CPUSA was that America was rife with a racism that had been completely abolished by Stalin’s USSR—an absurd thesis that Frank himself advanced in his columns.


That Frank Marshall Davis would choose to remain with this particular front so late in life is very revealing. And yet, there was Frank’s name on the letterhead, in February 1979, right alongside old Communist Party hacks like Abe Feinglass and “social justice” pastors like William Howard Melish.17 This was just before Barack Obama headed off to college at Occidental, and, as we shall see, not without Frank’s input.


•   •   •


Frank Marshall Davis had a distinct influence on Obama during their years together in the 1970s. The exact extent of that influence will be one of the subjects analyzed in detail throughout this book. But for now, as a snapshot, consider some remarkable similarities between the ideas in Frank’s columns and the political actions and thinking of Obama.18 Frank Marshall Davis:


 


• Rejected and blasted Winston Churchill;


• Vilified and targeted General Motors, a company that he would have been thrilled to nationalize;


• Advocated wealth redistribution from (in his words) greedy “corporations” to “health insurance” and “public works projects”;


• Favored taxpayer funding of universal health care;


• Supported government stimulus and trumpeted the public sector over the private sector;


• Constantly bashed Wall Street;


• Marched in May Day parades;


• Dismissed traditional notions of American exceptionalism and framed America not as selflessly serving the post–World War II world but instead as selfishly flaunting its so-called “mountainous ego” and “racist-imperialist-colonialist” ambitions;


• Warned God-and-gun-clinging Americans about huckster preachers and instead sought the political support of the “social justice” Religious Left for various causes and campaigns;


• Perceived the Catholic Church as an obstacle to his vision for the state;19


• Confidently declared certain government actions “constitutional” or “unconstitutional”;20


• Excoriated the “tentacles of big business,” bankers, big oil, the “Big Boys,” “excess profits,” corporate fat cats and their “fat contracts,” “millionaires” and “rich men,” and the wealthy;


• Attacked “GOP” tax cuts that “spare the rich” and that only “benefit millionaires”;


• Singled out the “corporation executive” for not paying his “fair” share;


• Used slogans such as “change” and “forward.”21


 


The list goes on and on, this is merely a sample, and it frequently bears an uncanny resemblance to Obama’s own words and actions.


Among those, Frank likewise preached a mantra of “change,” which he pushed in his very first column for the inaugural edition of his Chicago Star. Among the forms of change pushed by the Star’s contributors was the socialized medicine championed by Sen. Claude “Red” Pepper (D-FL). Pepper’s landmark (albeit failed) health-care legislation was overseen by his chief of staff, Charles Kramer, who we now know was a Soviet agent—one of several who contributed to the Star.22 With Frank, Pepper was one of the leading contributors to the Star’s op-ed page, along with Howard Fast, winner of the 1953 Stalin Prize.


One can even discern a lasting impression in Frank’s comments disparaging “the American way,” which were recalled by Obama in Dreams from My Father.23 Frank’s long-held condescending, snide view of the American way—dating back to Chicago Star columns in the 1940s—constituted his parting words of wisdom to Obama before the young man left for college.


Frank Marshall Davis almost surely helps explain how America’s current president developed into a man of the left early on in life, ultimately ranked by National Journal as the most left-leaning member of the U.S. Senate—to the left of Ted Kennedy, Barbara Boxer, Hillary Clinton, and everyone else—in the final year before he ran for president. At the very least, he surely sheds light on how Obama was on the farthest reaches of the left when arriving at Occidental College in 1980. That, too, is a subject I detail in this book, relying in particular on the testimony of Dr. John Drew, who knew Obama at Occidental, and knew him (at the time) as a fellow Marxist.24 If Barack Obama was indeed once a Marxist, and specifically at Occidental, just after leaving Hawaii, then Frank Marshall Davis would likely have been a primary, explanatory influence.


Frank Marshall Davis’s eye-opening, disturbing background seems a certain missing link in the political life and narrative of Barack Obama. The man now in charge of the mightiest economic engine in the history of humanity was influenced, to some notable degree, by a pro-Soviet CPUSA member.


Given the fact that we look into the most personal details of candidates’ lives, from their bedroom to their taxes, it is absurd to think that looking into someone who was clearly influential in our president’s life could somehow be seen as off-limits or not important. But that, of course, is exactly how critics will attempt to portray this work. They will say that Obama never took Frank seriously, that they were not very close at all, or that Obama simply ignored Frank’s radical political views. While Frank’s precise political influence on Obama is not completely clear, Frank was much more to Obama than anyone working with the president would care to admit. The people who influence our presidents matter—and are certainly worthy of our scrutiny.


WHAT SORT OF “MENTOR”?


Radical influences on Barack Obama, from Jeremiah Wright to Bill Ayers, have gotten plenty of attention over the years. Questions about those influences have been so prominent that they were raised during presidential debates, with Obama forced to explain the relationship. In one debate during the Democratic primary, Hillary Clinton raised the Ayers issue, and even the New York Times gave the Obama-Ayers relationship front-page treatment.25 But neither Wright nor Ayers, by Obama’s own accounting, had an influence approximating that of Frank Marshall Davis.


But what, exactly, was the nature of that influence? Is it accurate to describe Frank as a “mentor” to Obama, as others have done?26 And, even if it seems clear that Frank was at least a mentor to some meaningful degree, was he the mentor to Obama?


On the basis of all of my research, I believe that no other individual can claim the title.


Frank Marshall Davis is the closest thing that the adolescent Obama had to a mentor. The only competitor was Obama’s maternal grandfather, Stanley Dunham. Actually, “competitor” is not a good word, given that Dunham introduced Frank to Obama for the purpose of mentoring. It is fascinating that Frank and the Obama family shared an unlikely geographical path, with Frank moving from Kansas to Chicago to Honolulu, and with Barack Obama’s family living in Kansas before moving to Honolulu—where Dunham introduced Frank to Barack—and then (for Barack) on to Chicago. Obama’s mother, Ann, was born in Kansas (1942) and died in Honolulu (1995); Frank was born in Kansas (1905) and died in Honolulu (1987). Stanley Dunham was the interconnector linking these remarkably coincidental parts together. Both Stanley and Frank grew up in Kansas in the 1920s.27


Witnesses attest to an unmistakable, meaningful impact by Frank on Obama. In light of the appraisals of these witnesses, as well as biographical profiles by liberals and conservatives alike,28 the word “mentor” might understate the relationship.29 Consider these testimonies, none of which come from conservative anti-Obama sources:


 


1. A major August 2008 profile by the Associated Press called Frank Marshall Davis an “important influence” on Obama, one whom Obama “looked to” not merely for “advice on living” but as a “father” figure. Frank was there when Obama “struggled to find mentors.” According to the AP, Frank was “an intriguing figure” whom Obama sought in lieu of “a father he hardly knew,” handpicked by Obama’s maternal grandfather for that purpose.30


2. The London Telegraph called Frank an “early influence” and form of “counsel,” to whom Obama “gravitated … at moments of doubt.”31


3. The New York Times, carefully avoiding any incriminating details about “Frank,” including his full name, acknowledged that Obama “took refuge” in him.32


4. Columbia-educated professor Dr. Gerald Horne, a man of the far left who has studied both Frank and Obama, and who has written extensively on this period in Hawaii, wrote that Frank was “a decisive influence” in helping Obama “find his present identity.”33


5. Maya Soetoro-Ng called Frank “a point of connection, a bridge if you will,” to Obama. Maya would know; she is Obama’s half sister.34


6. David Remnick, Pulitzer Prize–winning reporter for the Washington Post and New Yorker, and author of The Bridge, the definitive biography of Barack Obama, quotes Dawna Weatherly-Williams, Frank Marshall Davis’s next-door neighbor and dear friend. (Weatherly-Williams was so close to Davis that she called him “Daddy,” and was actually present the first time Obama and Frank met in the early 1970s.) She described the Davis-Obama relationship as very influential, with Frank affecting Obama on “social justice,” on “life,” on “what’s important,” and on no less than “how to use” his “heart” and “mind.”35


7. Dr. Kathryn Takara, a University of Hawaii professor of ethnic and black studies, is a Frank Marshall Davis biographer who knew Davis for fifteen years. Davis spoke to her classes, and she often visited with him, discussing his life and currents news and events. They were so close that Frank spoke to her the day he died. Takara’s colleagues described her biography of Frank as “brilliant,” “wonderful,” “masterful,” “compelling,” “painstaking,” “poignant,” “astute,” “insightful,” and “important.” Takara raved about Frank, commending his “dedication to social justice” and his work as a “catalyst for change.”36 Takara said that Frank and Obama’s grandfather were “closest friends,”37 and that Frank “nurtured a sense of possibility” in Obama. This, Takara said, is evident “in the way that Barack Obama carries himself, walks and talks.”38 She states that Frank handed on to Obama “a sense of believing that change can happen.”39


 


Given that “change” became the one-word mantra of Barack Obama and the entire Obama political movement, this is no small statement. The very title of the Obama team’s 2008 campaign book was Change We Can Believe In—words that precisely echo Takara’s description of Frank’s influence on Obama.40 This suggests a consequential influence not only on Obama and his election, but on America itself. That belief in change, and making change happen, has, for better or worse, changed a nation forever.


Speaking of which, the innumerable deferential books that were rushed out to help elect Obama president in 2008 contained frequent, warm references about Frank’s mentorship. These highly sympathetic liberals seemed unaware of the (literal) red flags posed by mentioning Frank. To cite just one example, Garen Thomas’s book, Yes We Can: A Biography of Barack Obama, stated: “Barack looked to Frank for some hint of whom he should become as an adult.”41 It is ironic, and I am sure that Thomas, given his support of Obama, did not intend this, but that statement alone provides plenty of support for the idea that the public deserves to know much more about Frank Marshall Davis.


That is likewise true for a tribute book by Ron Jacobs, titled Obamaland: Who Is Barack Obama? A loving, large, glossy, photo-filled book, it includes more than thirty Hawaiian natives as contributors. He provides a well-detailed look at Obama from an on-the-ground Hawaiian perspective, replete with arguably more facts on Obama’s Hawaii years than any other work. Jacobs calls Obama “the most heralded person in world history,” who “leads America and the world into brighter and more peaceful times.” As for Obama’s influences, Jacobs pictures (literally) Frank Marshall Davis first. “There is little doubt that young Barack Obama’s notions of black manhood were nurtured by Frank Marshall Davis,” writes Jacobs. More than that, Jacobs lists “writers of whom he [Frank] told Barry Obama—Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. DuBois, Langston Hughes, James Baldwin and others.” Of Frank, Jacobs adds: “Obama visited and drank with the old black man. … How much transfusion of their brotherly blood took place between the two?” Jacobs concludes: “God bless Frank Marshall Davis. Amen, aloha and mahalo for being The Man when Barack Obama needed him most.”42


Other pro-Obama books have echoed Frank’s influence.


Richard Wolffe, a man of impeccable liberal credentials who covered Obama’s 2008 campaign for Newsweek and as an MSNBC analyst, wrote the best-selling, highly acclaimed Renegade: The Making of a President. In it, he sets up an interview with Obama by noting how the young Obama had been “distanced from more positive influences, from community and mentors.” In the next paragraph, Wolffe brought in Frank, whom he described as “eccentric” but “engaging” and whom “Obama sought out … for advice.”43


Another scholar from the left who points to Frank is James Kloppenberg. In his Princeton University Press work, Reading Obama: Dreams, Hope, and the American Political Tradition, which is flattering in its praise of Obama and was adoringly reviewed by a grateful New York Times,44 Dr. Kloppenberg makes multiple references to Frank, at times with soaring eloquence.45 In one of the most ironic passages, Professor Kloppenberg asks, “Have the economic advisers Obama has brought into his administration fulfilled the prophecy of Frank Davis?”46


That, of course, is precisely what many of us fear.


Obama himself has spoken about Frank’s influence. As David Remnick notes, “Davis, by Obama’s own accounting, made the young man feel something deep and disorienting.”47


Indeed, in his memoirs, Obama notes that Frank offered him advice at several life-changing levels: on race, on college, on women, on his mind, on his attitudes, on life. “I was intrigued by old Frank,” Obama wrote, “with his books and whiskey breath and the hint of hard-earned knowledge behind the hooded eyes.”


Obama’s memoirs feature twenty-two direct references to “Frank” by name, and far more via pronouns and other forms of reference. Frank is a consistent theme throughout the book, appearing repeatedly and meaningfully in all three parts, which are titled “Origins,” “Chicago,” and “Kenya.” He is part of Obama’s life and mind, by Obama’s own extended recounting, from Hawaii—the site of visits and late evenings together—to Los Angeles to Chicago to Germany to Africa, from adolescence to college to community organizing. Frank is always one of the few (and first) names mentioned by Obama in each mile marker upon his historic path from Hawaii to Washington.48


As we will see, when Frank is not physically with Obama each step of the way, Obama literally imagines him there—pictures him there, visualizes him. He felt a connection to Frank that he painfully concedes he was unable to find in his mother, father, stepfather, grandfather, grandmother, siblings, or anyone else who comprised his origins and life journey. Frank is a lasting, permanent influence, an integral part of Obama’s sojourn. And, as we will also see, Obama’s parting thoughts from Frank—on achievements and accomplishment—redound to the Oval Office today.


Even then, Obama was smart enough to never once dare use Frank’s full name anywhere in the entire book, no doubt understanding the political danger of conceding such a close, abiding association with a man of Frank’s political past and proclivity. He was especially wise to avoid Frank’s political/ideological thinking. Dreams from My Father was written in the 1990s when Obama likely had no thought about even running for president. Had he been writing memoirs as a presidential candidate in say 2006 or 2007, and aware that some enterprising researcher might scare up Frank’s old CPUSA propaganda work, he might have banished Frank from his memoirs altogether—unfair as that would have been.


To that end, Obama’s cheerleaders and court composers among liberal journalists and academics might wish to censor Frank from Obama’s narrative, to retroactively expunge him from Obama’s own autobiography. Yet that was something Obama himself found impossible to do. Liberals would like to blacklist the communist Frank, but they cannot, because Obama himself could not. They cannot make Frank go away, because Obama could not.


THE SEEDY SIDE OF FRANK


This book is not intended to be a comprehensive biography of Frank Marshall Davis. There are many facets of Frank’s life that I have skipped that otherwise would be included in a standard biographical treatment, particularly the seedy side of his life, meaning the perverse sexual material that has been widely disseminated on the internet or appears in Frank’s own writings. The internet is rife with scandalous accusations about various sexual preferences by Frank, and (most bizarre) about how those choices might have affected his literal relations with Obama and Obama’s family. This material is usually the first thing that pops up in web searches on Frank and Obama.


Those offended by speculation on Frank’s sordid sexual adventures need to understand that it began with Frank himself. Frank wrote a quasi-pornographic biography—described by some as a “memoir”—a novel called Sex Rebel, under an alias, “Bob Greene.”49 Bob’s sexual exploits, from bisexuality to seducing barely teenage girls (a thirteen-year-old named “Anne”), are graphically revealed. They are shared without shame. Frank’s own memoirs, Livin’ the Blues, conceded his authorship of Sex Rebel.50 He happily admitted it, stating that he “could not truthfully deny that this book, which came out in 1968 as a Greenleaf Classic, was mine.”51 The only question is to what extent the exploits are fictional or nonfictional, biographical or autobiographical, desired experiences or actual experiences.52


Discussing this material would not be completely inappropriate for this book, given that Frank’s sexual life and practices are not unrelated to his communist philosophy. As anyone who has studied or been involved in the communist movement knows, communists were proudly loose in their morality, including their sexual morality. This is traceable not only to the moral relativism of the likes of Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin, but to Marx himself, who wrote openly in The Communist Manifesto of the “abolition of the family” and of communism abolishing “eternal truths,” “all religion, and all morality.” “The communist revolution is the most radical rupture with traditional relations,” conceded Marx. “Its development involves the most radical rupture with traditional ideas.”53


In religiously keeping with the philosophy they adhered to, American communists engaged in radical forms of extramarital relations, unacceptable even by today’s lax standards. Modern feminists should be outraged by Frank’s objectification of women, discussion of luring very young girls into bed, and enjoyment in photographing nude women.54 Frank referred to women as “babes” and “broads” and “fine young foxes” and “dykes” and “luscious ripened plums,” and blithely made statements like “I have impregnated only three women.” He was unapologetic in thrilling over women’s private parts, which he described in language too crude and vulgar to repeat here.55


Here, too, the story of Frank Marshall Davis is a gut check for liberals. This is a man they would normally have every reason to condemn, and certainly not defend. Frank’s perversions would normally be condemned by liberals as sexism. For that matter, liberals should also be offended by Frank’s ethnic slurs, from offensive language describing his own race to terms like “the Spanish Jew” and “slant eyed natives.”56


THE ROOTS OF RAGE


Because of Frank Marshall Davis’s sympathies and activities on behalf of such a wretched ideology that killed so many, I harbor few sympathies for the man. I say “few” because there is one abiding compassion I do feel for him: Frank was an African-American who suffered very real racial persecution. Again and again, while researching his early life, I was moved by what he endured. I found myself liking him and rooting for him to persevere and succeed.


As we will see, one particularly awful episode in America’s tragic saga with race—the case of the Scottsboro Boys—put Frank on a misguided, crooked track to Communist Party USA. Here, like many on the broader political left, Frank ended up duped into the calloused hands of conniving communists, who exploited race for malevolent Marxist-Leninist purposes.


Tragically, once in the fold, Frank drank deep from the Party’s chalice. As he did, his onetime good work to promote racial tolerance was thereafter corroded by the caustic element of communist dogma, which poisoned everything it touched. This meant, among other things, that Frank would toe the Party line in the wildest ways, including advancing the line that Stalin’s USSR was absent of racist tendencies. Frank would measure America against the USSR on the matter of race and declare Uncle Sam Stalin’s moral inferior. Later still, by the late 1970s, precisely when he interacted with a young Barack Obama, Frank was intensely involved in the one communist front most notorious for exploiting racial divisions in America in order to advance Soviet communism: the American Committee for Protection of Foreign Born. For me personally, it is here, heaped upon the absurdity of his persistent claim of a Russian racial utopia, that most remaining vestiges of empathy for Frank dissipated.


Of course, Frank was misled. As this book will show, his perception of a racism-free USSR was influenced by Paul Robeson, the famous black American entertainer who was a lavish, ludicrous admirer of the Soviet Union. The Soviets duped Robeson badly during an initial 1934 trip to Moscow, with Robeson smitten forever after. They eventually feted him with the “Stalin Peace Prize.” The Soviets were pathological liars and manipulators.


While Frank portrayed the USSR as absent of racism, he framed America—and especially Harry Truman and the Democrats—as dripping with racism and every imaginable political malady. In the 1940s and 1950s, Frank employed an early, novel version of the race card, which he employed incessantly in order to advance international communism.


While this was and remains deeply disturbing, I still have never been able to shake my sympathy for what Frank suffered under the Jim Crow era. It is a sympathy I prefer not to shake. It is, I suppose, a healthy sympathy; as healthy as having contempt for the pernicious communist ideology that he supported—an evil that killed over 100 million people throughout the course of Frank Marshall Davis’s lifetime.


•   •   •


Despite the many sources identifying Frank as some form of significant influence on Obama—including people who knew them personally, and Obama himself—Obama’s supporters and defenders will still attempt to argue that Frank was not a mentor. They will do so for obvious reasons. They do not want their president, a man of the left, to be linked to someone from the farthest reaches of the left: the Communist Party. As with Obama’s relationship with Reverend Wright, Bill Ayers, and other left-wing radicals, they do not want their president to be tainted by such a radical association.


That is something I understand fully. Motivations are a revealing thing.


Therefore, let me be clear from the outset: The purpose of this book is not to declare, argue, or insinuate that Barack Obama is a communist and closet member of CPUSA with private loyalties to Mother Russia. My purpose is to show that Frank Marshall Davis—who clearly influenced Obama—was a communist and closet member of CPUSA with private loyalties to Mother Russia.


By the end of this book, readers will have the opportunity to make up their own minds about the exact nature of the Obama-Frank relationship and the degree to which Frank’s personal and political views were embraced or at times emulated by young Obama. Given that Obama himself will likely not be commenting on this subject anytime soon, these determinations can be made only by those who have taken the time to consider all of the material.
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Growing Up Frank


FRANK MARSHALL DAVIS was born on December 31, 1905. He grew up in Arkansas City, Kansas, which he described as a “yawn town fifty miles south of Wichita, five miles north of Oklahoma, and east and west of nowhere worth remembering.”1 That was a charitable description, given the racism he endured in that little town.


In his memoirs, Frank began by taking readers back to his high-school graduation on a “soft night in late spring, 1923.” He was six feet one and 190 pounds at age seventeen, but “I feel more like one foot six; for I am black, and inferiority has been hammered into me at school and in my daily life from home.” He and three other black boys “conspicuously float in this sea of white kids,” the four of them the most blacks ever in one graduating class. “There are no black girls,” wrote Frank. “Who needs a diploma to wash clothes and cook in white kitchens?”2


Frank was rightly indignant at this “hellhole of inferiority.” He said that he and his fellow “Negroes reared in Dixie” were considered “the scum of the nation,” whose high-school education “has prepared us only to exist at a low level within the degrading status quo.” And even the education they acquired was often belittling. “My white classmates and I learned from our textbooks that my ancestors were naked savages,” said Frank, “exposed for the first time to uplifting civilization when slave traders brought them from the jungles of Africa to America. Had not their kindly white masters granted these primitive heathens the chance to save their souls by becoming Christians?”3


Frank would one day rise above the degrading status quo. For now, he lamented that he himself had fallen victim to this “brainwashing,” and “ran spiritually with the racist white herd, a pitiful black tag-a-long.”4


As Frank surveyed the sea of white classmates that soft spring evening, he was glad to know it would be the last time he would be with them. He could think of only three or four white boys who had treated him as an equal and a friend, and whom he cared to remember.5


One moment that was unforgettably seared into his soul was an incident when he was five years old. An innocent boy, Frank was walking home across a vacant lot when two third-grade thugs jumped him, tossed him to the ground, and slipped a noose over his neck. He kicked and screamed as the two devils prepared, in Frank’s words, “their own junior necktie party.” They were trying to lynch little Frank Marshall Davis.6


As the noose tightened, a white man heroically appeared, chasing away the two savages, freeing Frank, brushing the dirt from his clothes. He walked little Frank nearly a mile home, then simply turned around and went about his business. Frank never learned the man’s identity.7


Imagine if that kindly man could have known that that “Negro” boy he shepherded home would one day help mentor the first black president of the United States. It is a moving thought, one that cannot help but elicit the most heartfelt sympathy for Frank, even in the face of his later political transgressions.


Frank’s parents apparently informed the school of the attempted lynching, but school officials did not bother. “I was still alive and unharmed, wasn’t I?” scoffed Frank. “Besides, I was black.”


Frank rose above the jackboot of this repression, assuring the world that this was one young black man who would not be tied down. He enrolled in college, first attending Friends University in Wichita, before transferring to Kansas State University in Manhattan.8 At Kansas State from 1924 to 1926, Frank majored in journalism and practiced writing poetry, impressing students and faculty alike.


These colleagues were almost universally white. To their credit, some of them saw in Frank a writing talent and were eager to help.


RACISM


Of course, that upturn did not end the racism in Frank’s life. Another ugly incident occurred in a return home during college break.9


A promising young man, Frank was working at a pool hall, trying to save money to put himself through school. It was midnight, and he was walking home alone. A black sedan slowly approached him. Out of the lowered window came a redneck voice: “Where’n hell you goin’ this time of night?”


Frank warily glanced over and saw two white men in the front seat and another in the back. Worried, he asked why it was their business.


“Don’t get smart, boy. We’re police,” snapped one of them, flashing a badge slightly above his holstered pistol. “I’m police chief here. Now, what th’ hell you doing in this neighborhood this time of night?”


A frightened Frank explained that this was his neighborhood. He had lived there for years, was home on college break, and was simply walking home from work.


“Yeah?” barked the chief. “Well, you git your black ass in the car with us. A white lady on th’ next street over phoned there was somebody prowling around her yard.”


Frank asked, “Am I supposed to fit the description?”


The chief found Frank’s question haughty: “Shut up an’ git in the car!”


They delivered Frank to the woman’s doorstep. “Ain’t this him?” said the hopeful chief.


The woman quickly said it was not. Frank looked nothing at all like the man she had spotted.


“Are you sure?” pushed the chief. “Maybe you made a mistake.”


The lady insisted that Frank was not the suspect, to the lawman’s great disappointment.


Frank suspected that the chief was keenly disappointed not to have the opportunity to work him over. “It wasn’t everyday they had a chance to whip a big black nigger,” said Frank, “and a college nigger at that.”


The chief told Frank to get back in the car, where he began interrogating him again, even though Frank was fully exonerated. The chief was not relenting. He was looking for blood.


“Where do you live?” the chief continued. Frank stated his address. The chief turned to his buddies: “I didn’t know any damn niggers lived in this part of town, did you?” One of the officers replied: “There’s a darky family livin’ down here somewhere.”


Frank was utterly helpless, at the mercy of men with badges and guns and “the law” behind them. He boiled inside, but could do nothing. He later wrote: “At that moment I would have given twenty years off my life had I been able to bind all three together, throw them motionless on the ground in front of me, and for a whole hour piss in their faces.”


RESENTMENT


Frank escaped this incident physically unharmed, released to his home by the police. But he was hardly unscathed. Such injustice understandably fueled a lifelong resentment.


Frank’s upbringing, as told through his memoirs, is gripping. His writing is witty, engaging, sarcastic, at times delightful, leaving it hard not to like Frank, or at least be entertained by him. But the wonderful passages are tempered by Frank’s numerous ethnic slurs, mostly aimed in a self-deprecating manner at himself and his people, but also directed at others, such as “the Spanish Jew” (never named) whose restaurant he frequented in Atlanta, and, worst of all, by the many sexually explicit passages. One can see in Frank’s memoirs the author of Sex Rebel, and one can see a lot of sexism, with Frank making constant graphic references to women’s private parts (with vulgar slang terms) and referring to women as everything from “white chicks” to “a jane” to a “luscious ripened plum,” just for starters.10 In his memoirs, Frank devoted an inordinate amount of space to his sexual encounters. Sex Rebel must have been his chance to more fully indulge his lurid obsessions.


•   •   •


Of course, Frank also invested his writing talent in noble purposes: advancing civil rights by chronicling the persecutions of a black man. Interestingly, to that end, Frank’s memoirs are remarkably similar to Barack Obama’s memoirs; the running thread being the racial struggles of a young black man in America.


Frank’s memoirs reveal an often bitter man, one who had suffered the spear of racial persecution. His contempt for his culture and society also led to a low view of America. When America is acknowledged in his memoirs, it is not a pretty portrait: “The United States was the only slaveholding nation in the New World that completely dehumanized Africans by considering them as chattel, placing them in the same category as horses, cattle, and furniture.” That attitude, wrote Frank, was still held by too many American whites.11 Thus, his hometown of Arkansas City was “no better or worse than a thousand other places under the Stars and Stripes.”12


Again, that bitterness is understandable, a toxic by-product of the evil doings of Frank’s tormentors. Yet what is unfortunate about Frank’s narrative is the lack of concession, smothered (as it was) by resentment, that this same America, no matter the sins of its children, still provided the freedom for Frank to pull himself up and achieve remarkable things, which are manifest as one reads his memoirs.


We also find in those memoirs a resentfulness of religion and God. Frank had been raised by Baptist parents and taught the power of prayer “from infancy.” But he felt he did not see results. When blacks were massacred in riots in Tulsa, Oklahoma, Frank knelt at his bedside and “prayed for retribution.” When nothing happened to the perpetrators (at least in this world), he was puzzled. The results were the same when a young black mother in the South was burned at the stake while the white mob laughed at her cries. Frank again prayed for divine retribution. “I became deeply depressed,” said Frank, “feeling that God had somehow let me down.”13


Frank was also angry at how every picture he had seen portrayed a white Jesus, “usually blonde,” and a blackened devil. If this was so, pondered the young Frank, what could he expect as a black man? He asked himself: Why would a “white Lord” punish his own white, ethnic brothers?14


For Frank, this childlike misinterpretation was “tiny at first” but snowballed. He suspected that the Christian religion was a “device” to keep blacks subservient to whites. “Very well,” scoffed Frank. “Then I was through with it.”15


To the contrary, Frank’s black contemporaries, and the generation of slaves who recently preceded them, understood the culprit not as God but as men, not a bad Christian religion but bad Christians. Professor Gary Smith, author of an Oxford University Press book on views of heaven, states that black slaves viewed heaven as “the very negation of slavery,” a place where they would finally experience the dignity and worth denied on earth. “Admission to heaven would validate their humanity,” writes Smith. “Although masters and many other whites defined them as uncivilized brutes or mere commodities, in God’s eyes they were valuable, precious human beings for whom His Son died.” Smith adds that “many blacks looked forward to heavenly bliss and compensation and divine retribution for their suffering.”16


There was more to Frank’s rejection of God. His grandfather was agnostic, and those seeds, when mixed with Frank’s unanswered prayers for retribution, “fell in welcoming soil.” (As a parallel to Barack Obama, Newsweek described Obama’s grandfather as a “lapsed Christian” who likewise did not nurture in him a Christian belief system, nor did Obama’s grandmother or mother,17 with the grandparents at best attending a Unitarian Church known among locals as “The Little Red Church on the Hill.”18) Frank said that his grandfather “converted me almost immediately.”19 He was easy prey.


Frank began haunting the recesses of the Wichita Public Library, where he imbibed the anti-God writings of agnostics and atheists. This was a pivotal period. By then, Frank was not an immature five-year-old with childlike questions but an eighteen-year-old becoming a man. His break from Jesus Christ was intellectually reinforced.20


Overall, Frank said he did not forever physically desert churches, always seeing them as valuable social centers for black Americans who needed them and for addressing problems of everyday living.21 Did he become a lifelong committed agnostic or atheist? He does not clarify in his memoirs, though he clearly rejected the Christian faith at one point. And as we shall see in his writings in the 1940s and 1950s, he would take pointed jabs at Christians for their supposed sins of anticommunism and anti-Sovietism.


Indeed, significantly, among the rancid fruits of this separation from Christianity may have been communism. Herein might be seeds of Frank’s eventual turn to Marxism-Leninism, a totalitarian ideology and god that failed, that shackled human freedom to an unparalleled degree. It was President Harry Truman, Frank’s eventual nemesis, who remarked that “the seeds of totalitarian regimes” are nurtured by “misery and want.” Those seeds “grow in the evil soil of poverty and strife”—of which there was plenty in Frank’s life—and “reach their full growth when the hope of a people for a better life has died.”22


This was Truman’s rationale for the benevolent Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan, which Frank vilified in his columns. So abiding was Frank’s opposition to the Marshall Plan that one of the few foreign-policy assessments in his memoirs is his open acknowledgment that he adamantly rejected the Marshall Plan, which he characterized (outlandishly) as a weapon that Truman “aimed directly at the Soviets.”23 Yes, even three or four decades after all the hell that Stalin unleashed after World War II, Frank, in his memoirs, was still convinced that Truman, not Stalin, had spoiled the opportunity for a postwar peace.24


But that would come much later. For now, in the 1920s, Frank Marshall Davis was still trying to find himself in this challenging, often cruel world.


CHICAGO—THE FIRST TIME


For about two and a half years in college, Frank worked toward a journalism degree. In those days, however, a college degree was secondary to the training, and Frank would never get a diploma. Young folks did not go to college to party. Frank, like many of his generation, scrapped and scraped to cobble together enough dollars to stay in school long enough to learn a trade, to better himself. He was already writing and impressing his professors, who happily recommended him to newspapers and magazines.


Frank’s personal life also underwent turmoil. His mother died in the summer of 1926 from a ruptured appendix not treated quickly. She had divorced in 1906, shortly after Frank’s birth, remarrying in 1909. Frank, the twenty-year-old blooming poet, was very philosophical about her death. He described it poetically as a “parting, a period to the sentence, an ending of the chapter, and a final closing of the book.” He might be sickened, incensed, horrified at how death comes, but not death itself. There is no way to escape death, he ruminated, so “why weep” at this “eventual rendezvous with this finality?”25


So, in 1927, after unsuccessfully looking for writing jobs in Kansas, and as his family bonds severed, Frank sought meaning in Chicago, where—like Obama later—his fledgling career took root.


Frank loved Chicago, finding an acceptance as a black man denied to him in Arkansas City. In his memoirs, he detailed the city vividly, excitedly, particularly his first walk down State Street, with the sweet sounds of jazz emanating from building after building. These scenes are among the most joyous and captivating in Frank’s memoir, as he recounts his arrival beautifully and at greater length than any other part of his book. Frank was entranced by Chicago, and entrances others in his characterization. The poet so adored Chicago that he put his love to verse, writing his first long poem on the Windy City.26


•   •   •


Frank did not have much experience in journalism, though he had more than most black journalists. He counted himself among the most “professionally trained” (by college education) aspiring black journalists in America. He sought out black newspapers in particular, which, as Frank noted, at that time were almost all Republican.27 In those days, black Americans overwhelming identified with the GOP, the “party of Lincoln.” As Frank noted, not until FDR did this party identification begin to change. Frank himself supported Republican presidential candidates in the 1930s.


Here in Chicago, from 1927 to 1929, Frank launched his career as a professional writer, composing poems and submitting short stories in outlets ranging from National Magazine to the Associated Negro Press. He relished the work, calling it “journalitis.” In 1927, he secured a full-time post with the Chicago Evening Bulletin, a publication he and several other enterprising black journalists launched together, and at a “very good salary” of thirty-five dollars per week. Unfortunately, the Evening Bulletin was a struggle, and it “expired” after only several months, folding up in October 1927.28


Here we see an entrepreneurial Frank, another admirable trait that never left him. Frank always worked very hard, busted his rear end, picked himself up again and again. He was the quintessential hardworking American who made his own opportunities, even when the deck was stacked against him. His personal ethic and undeterred individualism were the embodiment of everything communism was not.


Even as the Evening Bulletin succumbed, it was an invaluable experience, and Frank continued to look for steady work. Over the next two years, he wrote for (among others) the Chicago Whip and the Gary American in nearby Gary, Indiana. In August 1929, he left the Gary American to return to Kansas State University on a scholarship. Torn between returning to college and returning to the Gary American, and alternately doing both, Frank eventually heeded a call, ironically, back in the Jim Crow South—in Atlanta.29


It would be in Atlanta that the political Frank began taking form. He would not be there long, eventually returning to Chicago, but long enough to change the course of his political life and philosophy forever.
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Atlanta, 1931–32


The Communists Swarm to Scottsboro


IN JANUARY 1931, Frank Marshall Davis’s hard work finally paid off when a man named W. A. Scott recruited him to Atlanta for a job as managing editor of the Atlanta World, an upstart African-American newspaper.


Scott traveled to Chicago to recruit Frank, telling him that he needed an editor. “Me go South?” asked an incredulous Frank. He had, after all, left the South’s racism far behind. He wanted no part of Jim Crow land. But Scott offered Frank thirty-five dollars per week, which, during the Great Depression, was big money. Frank was interested in the dollars and the challenge.1


W. A. Scott had started the Atlanta World for less than five hundred dollars in 1928. It published twice a week—sporadically. He told Frank he wanted to publish three times per week.2


“I was astounded,” said Frank of the offer. “I’d never heard of his operations. But if he could live up to his promises, it might be worth risking a trip to the bowels of Dixie.”3


Frank made the trip, accepted the job, and proceeded to do excellent work. He again worked his tail off, putting in seven-day weeks, ninety to one hundred hours per week, doing everything in the paper, from writing and rewriting every line to scouring every centimeter of layout. The weakest part of the newspaper was the editorial department, which, by Frank’s candid estimation, “stank.” He had a mandate from Scott to produce a paper that rivaled the respected Pittsburgh Courier, arguably America’s top black newspaper. Frank quickly turned it into a thrice-weekly paper, and then on March 13, 1932, transitioned it into a daily: the Atlanta Daily World.4


Key to this success was Frank’s taking control of a disorganized and virtually nonexistent editorial department. W. A. Scott was a black entrepreneur, an impressive businessman—bold, brash, daring, a live wire, a man of style and flair, a character. He and his family staffed the paper, and their explosive squabbles were legendary.5 Frank navigated the family feuds as well as the pages of the paper. He thrived in this freewheeling system that was the antithesis of Soviet communism.6


•   •   •


Frank had several different columns to his name at the Atlanta Daily World. One was on jazz—a topic he loved as much as poetry, and knew even better. Another was an editorial-page column titled “Touring the World.” He also did a brief front-page round-up of the news titled “Jazzin’ the News,” which was done in a snappy poetic form, usually ten to twelve lines that rhymed. He also wrote the unsigned editorials that represented the position of the newspaper, though it is impossible to know if he wrote every single one of them.


It was the editorial page where Frank slowly emerged as a political animal, but, even then, guardedly. His columns in the Atlanta Daily World were mostly about race, and in them Frank weighed in on anything, such as white folks’ hair versus Negroes’ “straight or kinky hair,” or the relative merits of the “Nordic standard of beauty” and the “lighter complexioned Negro.”7 Frank was never lacking an opinion. He could also be sexually and ethnically insensitive, not shy about commenting on a woman’s appearance or referring to certain Asian peoples, for instance, as “slant eyed natives.”8


That Frank’s politics began to emerge, and decidedly to the left, was evident in the content. Even then, most editorials were largely nonpolitical—not the unflinchingly pro-Soviet propaganda provided by Frank later in the Chicago Star and Honolulu Record—even as Frank could be quite strident when dealing with other matters, like race. As Frank later candidly admitted, he vented in his columns and editorials, signed and unsigned. W. A. Scott had warned Frank to “take it easy” editorially, lest he upset some white folks. Frank largely did so, but occasionally another southern racial injustice would propel Frank into editorial rage—or, as Frank put it in one case: “I vomited all my anger in a front-page double-column editorial.”9


This made W. A. nervous, and he implored Frank: “You gotta be more careful. You can get us all in a mess of trouble with some of these crazy white folks.”10


One such matter of crazy white folks, which pushed Frank over the edge, was the case of the Scottsboro Boys. What made this case even more volatile was its seizure by communists, who for a decade had been searching frantically for issues to recruit black Americans. Little did Frank know he was about to wade into not only a serious racial injustice but a serious CPUSA campaign as well. As Frank learned, CPUSA intended to use Scottsboro to draw as many black Americans as possible to the communist camp. The case was a crucible for several volatile issues of the day, bringing together southern racism, a dubious justice system, and the desire of the Communist Party to make inroads into the African-American community.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE COMMUNIST CARNAGE


Before considering the details of Scottsboro, some crucial background on the communist movement is imperative. By the early 1930s, the global killing machine that was communist ideology was just ramping up. Communism, as vividly noted by Martin Malia, Cal-Berkeley professor and Harvard Ph.D., would generate the “most colossal case of political carnage in history.”11 Through bullets, tanks, the gulag, starvation, mass repression, and more, communism would take the lives of 100 to 140 million people worldwide from 1917—when it took root in Bolshevik Russia—through the end of the twentieth century.12 That figure equates to more than double the combined death tolls of the two most destructive wars in history: World Wars I and II. It makes the Inquisition, which involved the deaths of thousands, not millions, look like a picnic by comparison.13 Even Hitler did not approach this level of slaughter.


•   •   •


Worse, communist philosophers and leaders and advocates, from Marx to Lenin to Stalin, desired a worldwide revolution. The headquarters and conductor of the global Marxist symphony would be the Soviet Communist International, the Comintern, established in Moscow in March 1919. The Comintern would oversee the creation and direction of communist parties in every country. “They have a world to win,” concluded Marx in the final two lines of his Communist Manifesto. “Working men of all countries, unite!”14


The American Communist Party was founded in Chicago in the same year as the Comintern: 1919. The Comintern made it clear that members of foreign communist parties—from Europe to America—must give total subservience to Moscow. It stated flatly that those “who reject in principle the conditions and theses put forward by the Communist International are to be expelled from the party.” This was the classic “party discipline” that was a trademark of communist parties everywhere. And befitting the militant regime that was its source, the 1920 Comintern congress evoked war rhetoric as central to its mission, stating explicitly in point seventeen of its famous twenty-one-point manifesto: “The Communist International has declared war on the entire bourgeois world.”15


In turn, members of communist parties around the world, including in the United States, saw themselves as loyal Soviet patriots. As merely one manifestation of this, consider this 1930 exchange between Congressman Hamilton Fish (R-NY) and William Z. Foster, longtime head of CPUSA, who spoke openly of CPUSA’s goal of creating a “Soviet America”:16


 


FISH: Now, if I understand you, the workers in this country look upon the Soviet Union as their country; is that right?


FOSTER: The more advanced workers do.


FISH: They look upon the Soviet flag as their flag?


FOSTER: The workers of this country and the workers of every country have only one flag and that is the red flag.


FISH: … If they had to choose between the red flag and the American flag, I take it from you that you would choose the red flag, is that correct?


FOSTER: I have stated my answer.


FISH: I don’t want to force you to answer it if it embarrasses you, Mr. Foster.
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