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PROLOGUE [image: image] Secrecy and Power


THE J. EDGAR HOOVER FBI HEADQUARTERS, its windows set deeply back behind cast-stone frames, seems to squint suspiciously down Pennsylvania Avenue toward the Capitol and at the Justice Department building across the street. The interior plan of the complex is obscured by heavy barriers of stone and metal. Between protective pillars and behind steep walls only deep shadows can be seen, concealing activities whose nature outsiders can only imagine. The massive FBI headquarters is a concrete monument to the man who ran the Federal Bureau of Investigation for forty-eight years.

Hoover directed the Bureau so long that he seemed fixed in the political landscape of Washington. There was that bulldog face: those tiny, squinting eyes; the clenched jaw; and squashed-in nose—features so distinctive that any decent cartoonist could produce a recognizable likeness with a few strokes of the pen. It was a face of confident power. The wary eyes looked as if they had seen the worst in human nature and expected to see it again. The grim scowl was that of a man who had seen all evil, heard all evil, and could be counted on to warn of any evil that would put the nation in danger.

As chief of federal law enforcement and guardian of domestic security, Hoover moved within the innermost rings of the most powerful circles of government, with critical responsibilities during the greatest political crises and national emergencies of the century. The Bureau he led, powerful, efficient, completely subordinate to his will, was a resource presidents and the public came to depend on for decisive, effective performance under the most sensitive and difficult circumstances.

In his time, the man and his Bureau were cloaked in a selective secrecy and protected by power so formidable that few dared to pry. The secrets—the files on Communists, on spies, the hundreds of millions of fingerprints, the dossiers on the great and the famous—were whispered to have silenced his critics and destroyed his enemies. To those who saw it as a threat to political freedom, Hoover’s secret power was a frightening specter that haunted the nation.

Paradoxically, that secrecy and power, so terrifying to some, were what made him a hero to many more, perhaps even most, Americans. Hoover’s imposing presence gave much of the country a sense of stability and safety as he gathered to himself the strands of permanence that connected Americans to their past: religion, patriotism, a belief in progress, and a rational moral order. To attack him was to attack Americanism itself. Millions were sure that Hoover’s secret power was all that stood between them and sinister forces that aimed to destroy their way of life.

Hoover’s crusade against criminals and Communists during the thirties and forties made him a national hero; his stand as a pillar of old-fashioned morality kept him an untouchable political institution. Nixon’s eulogy at Hoover’s funeral called him “one of the nation’s leaders of morals and manners and opinion.” The FBI director felt obliged to instruct the nation on family ties, church-going, and deference to authority; he proclaimed these the only effective weapons against crime and subversion, and he denounced any ideas that might obscure the moral significance of private and public behavior. Whether addressing the American Legion or the PTA, he presented himself as an aggressive defender of traditional values and customs. Hoover’s reputation was a complex compound of facts, legends, secrets, and the endless moralizing, and the public rewarded him with more power, longer, than any other political figure in American history.

Of all Hoover’s secrets, the most tightly guarded were his own. Head of what was arguably the most powerful agency in the nation, his influence extending throughout government and society, he managed to block every effort by outsiders to take an independent look at what he was doing and how he was doing it, what he knew and how he knew it. A half century of tightly restricted access made him a figure of mystery and of nervous apprehension; legends grew up about him, and his reputation was haunted by rumors and superstition. Presidents, congressmen, attorney generals, and the public knew only what Hoover wanted them to know about the Bureau and himself.

With his death, the man and the Bureau shrank from mythic to human proportions. Inquiries and exposure stripped away the Bureau’s defenses. The record of how the Bureau abused civil liberties poured from the files. The officially approved version of Hoover’s career was dismantled and turned into a case study of excessive bureaucratic power run amuck. A last impression is enduring, and so what was remembered was Hoover’s illegal surveillance techniques and his secret attacks on unpopular speech and beliefs. The rubble of his reputation buried the man himself even deeper, along with the forces that had produced him.

Hoover’s beginnings had vanished into the past even before he died. His family, the church, the school, and the friends were all gone, overshadowed by the later glories, but also forgotten were the first triumphs and disasters that had taught him what was possible and what was not, the great national and international upheavals that gave him his first chance to grapple with communism. When presidents and the public listened to Hoover, they did not hear the echoes of ancient battles only he remembered. Few knew what lessons of the past Hoover remembered, and whether, when he spat out the word Communist, he meant Gus Hall and Khrushchev and Castro, or was he thinking back to Lenin and Trotsky and Emma Goldman. When he lacerated black radicals, did he mean Rap Brown and Martin Luther King, Jr., or did he mean the whole procession of black leaders beginning with Marcus Garvey, the first he had destroyed, or was he drawing on even older memories, the hates and fears of the segregated Washington of his youth? When he harangued his followers about crime waves, was he thinking of ghetto muggers and looters, or about Dillinger and Machine Gun Kelly? When he slashed away at the pseudo-liberals who protected radicals, did he mean Ramsey Clark and Robert Kennedy, or was he still battling Louis Post and Felix Frankfurter and the other civil libertarians who had thwarted him in 1919 and 1920?

In all nations, people truly live in different centuries and different cities of the mind, even when they seem to be contemporaries. Hoover had, all his life, even as he lived and worked at the epicenter of the capital of the world’s most powerful nation, a turn-of-the-century vision of America as a small community of like-minded neighbors, proud of their achievements, resentful of criticism, fiercely opposed to change. As twentieth-century standards of the mass society swept over traditional America, subverting old values, disrupting old customs, and dislodging old leaders, Americans who were frightened by the loss of their community saw in Hoover a man who understood their concerns and shared their anger, a powerful defender who would guard their America of memory against a world of alien forces, strange peoples, and dangerous ideas.

Toward the end, as Hoover thundered against the eternal enemies of the republic—criminals, Communists, and their coddlers—his words had the awe-inspiring quality of those ancient formulas that once called down the wrath of God on sinners and still sent a shiver down the spine. The America Hoover used as a standard to judge the modern world, and from which he drew the power of his fierce convictions, had vanished before most Americans of the sixties and seventies were born. Hoover’s thoughts, his feelings, his intentions as he defied presidents and crushed Communists, the roots of the fierce intensity and determination that let him hold onto so much power, so long—the search for these leads to turn-of-the-century Washington, in a quiet city square a few blocks behind the Capitol, where J. Edgar Hoover’s story begins.






CHAPTER 1 [image: image] The Hoovers of Seward Square



As a youth I was taught basic beliefs. Cynics, perhaps, may regard them with derision. For instance, I was taught that no book was ever to be placed above the Bible. Children in my youth were taught the code of the American flag and to defend it against any manner of desecration, as a symbol of life, liberty and justice.

Hoover, November 9, 1959, Austin, Texas



THREE BLOCKS BEHIND the Capitol, where North Carolina Avenue crosses Pennsylvania, is a large, open square bordered by dignified, upstandingly proper Victorian houses that recall the gentility, respectability, and concern for appearances that shaped them a century ago. But a gas station has intruded on the west side of the square now, and a modern brick-and-concrete church of vaguely Romanesque style has carved a chunk out of its southern border.1 The grass is unkempt and trampled; the trees are few and struggling. Pennsylvania Avenue, which cuts diagonally across the square, has been widened into a major thoroughfare that funnels commuters toward the Capitol in the morning and drains them away in the evening. The old-fashioned houses seem sadly exposed to the traffic that pours by in an unending stream. The square itself has been overwhelmed by mid-twentieth-century Washington’s incessant expansion and demand for greater efficiency, convenience, and order.

At the turn of the century, the streets that form Seward Square, Fourth and Sixth streets and the north and south branches of “C” Street, were narrow and cobblestoned, with shade trees and brick sidewalks. Pennsylvania Avenue was a pair of narrow carriage lanes separated by a grassy walkway and lined with trees. The streetcars that ran along the avenue were hidden from the homes by the trees and shrubs, and a cast-iron post and chain fence surrounded the park’s well-tended lawns and flowerbeds of calla lilies and dusty millers.2 It was a quiet neighborhood that had housed the same government-worker families for generations. Proud of its churches, its schools, and its niche in the civil service, it was a secure, self-satisfied community, confident that success and prosperity had proved its way of life worthy of respect—and defense.

Here, at 413 Seward Square, just a five-minute walk from the Capitol, where seventy-seven years later his body would lie in state, John Edgar Hoover was born on January 1, 1895. For forty-three years he would live in this house, to leave only when his mother died in 1938. He would be the last of the many Hoovers who had lived on Seward Square. When he left, the neighborhood, like the world he had known in his youth, had changed, but the values of the old Seward Square itself, those of Southern, white, Christian, small-town, turn-of-the-century Washington, would stay with him the rest of his life.

The vital statistics of the Hoover family were recorded by Edgar in a small notebook during the summer of 1912; he was seventeen years old and about to enter his senior year at Central High School. “On November 21, 1857,” he began, “my father Dickerson N. Hoover was born at No. [blank] 6th St. N.W. On Sept 12, 1861 my mother Annie M. Scheitlin was born at Wash. D.C. On Sept 17, 1879, Dickerson N. Hoover married Annie M. Scheitlin at 8.00 in the Presbyterian Church at B and 4 S.E. The day was cool & the night beautiful. Dr. Chester officiated. The church was packed to the doors & steps in fact it was the largest wedding Capitol Hill ever had. My father was 22 and my mother was 19.”3

Edgar’s father, Dickerson Naylor Hoover, grew up in Northwest Washington, about three miles from Seward Square, near the old Central High at Seventh and “O” street N. W. that Edgar would later attend. Dickerson’s father, Edgar’s grandfather, John Thomas Hoover, worked at the printshop of the United States Coast and Geodetic Survey, where Dickerson himself would earn his living as a platemaker, eventually becoming chief of the printshop. Family tradition held that John Thomas Hoover’s father, Edgar’s great-grandfather, had worked as a mason constructing the Capitol. Dickerson’s mother, J. Edgar’s grandmother, continued to live in the Central High neighborhood with her younger son, Halstead Hoover. Halstead, like Edgar, was an unmarried younger son who lived with his widowed mother until her death.4

Annie Margaret Scheitlin, Edgar’s mother, grew up in Seward Square, where her family had been established since well before the Civil War. Her grandmother and grandfather, John and Anna Hitz, had emigrated from Switzerland around 1820. John Hitz was a mining engineer who had worked in the copper areas of Lake Superior and in the gold mines of North Carolina. In 1853, Hitz, who had settled in Washington, became the Swiss consul (at that time the ranking Swiss diplomatic post in the country). Among his three children were Edgar’s grandmother, Mrs. Margaret Scheitlin, and great-uncle, also named John Hitz, who succeeded his father as Swiss consul in 1864, at which time the post was upgraded to the rank of consul general. (Hitz and his father probably maintained dual U.S.-Swiss citizenship.) During Edgar’s boyhood, his grandmother Scheitlin lived across the square, and she and his great-uncle were frequent Sunday visitors at the Hoover household. The family often spent Sunday evenings seated around the parlor table, with the white-bearded Swiss consul general leading the Bible reading. Through the Scheitlin side of the family, Edgar was a cousin of District of Columbia Judge William Hitz and distantly related to U.S. Supreme Court Justice Harold Burton.5

After their marriage, Annie and Dickerson Hoover moved to a house on Capitol Hill’s Sixth Street S.E., near the home of Annie’s mother. It was there, according to the young Edgar’s notebook, that “On Sept 9, 1880 at 2.30 A.M. on Thursday morning Dickerson N. Hoover, Jr. was born to my father Dickerson N. and my mother Annie M. Hoover. The day was pleasant. The doctor was McKim. He was born at No. [blank] 6th St. S.E.”6 This was Edgar’s brother Dick, fifteen years his senior, and in many personal and professional ways the model for his younger brother.

“On Sunday Nov 12, 1882 at 10.00 A.M.,” the notebook continued, “my sister Lillian Humphrey Hoover was born to my mother & father. It was a pretty day. The doctor was McKim. She was born at 414 Seward Sq. S.E. at her grandmother’s [Margaret Scheitlin’s] home,” where Hoover’s parents had moved before they bought the house directly across the park. Eight years later, after the family had finally moved to its permanent home at 413 Seward Square, another child joined the ten-year-old Dickerson Jr. and the eight-year-old Lillian. “On Sunday June 2, 1890 Sadie Margeruite [sic; actually “Marguerite”] was born to my father & mother at 3.00 P.M. The day was hot and clear. The doctor was Mallan. She was born at 413 Seward Sq. S.E. Wash, D.C.”

Three years later, when Dickerson Sr. and Annie were thirty-six and thirty-two, and Dick and Lillian thirteen and eleven, the Hoovers lost three-year-old Sadie. “On Aug 2, 1893 Sadie Marguerite died from Diphtheria at Atlantic City N.J. She is buried in Congressional Graveyard, Wash. D.C.” Sadie’s grave became a Hoover family shrine, and Edgar’s letters and diary mention trips to the graveyard to cut the grass at the cemetery plot.

Less than a year and a half after Sadie’s death, and, therefore, conceived just eight months after the tragedy, J. Edgar Hoover was born. Edgar’s notebook entry:


On Sunday January 1, 1895 at 7:30 A.M. J. Edgar Hoover was born to my father and mother the day was cold & snowy but clear. The Doctor was Mallan. I was born at 413 Seward Sq. S.E. Wash. D.C. I entered Brent School in First Grade at 6 yr in Sept 1901 and graduated from Brent at the age of 14 in June 1909. Never kept back once. Had a clean character & high standing in every grade. With the exception of the 7th grade I went to Brent every year. In the 7th I went to Wallack. Transferred from 8th Grade to Central High School. My best Graded [sic] teachers were Miss Dalton, 8th Gr. a fine lady who raised me morally; Miss Snowden, 7th Gr., who raised me intellectly [sic]; Miss Hinkle, 4th Gr., who raised me in discipline & intellect. I passed 5th highest in the first year high with an average of 93 8/10. I passed 3rd highest in the second year with an average of 96%. I passed first in the 3rd year with an average of 95.8%.



Edgar was the adored and achieving son of doting parents who may never have escaped their feelings of guilt over the summer vacation that had exposed their daughter, the child Edgar replaced, to diphtheria. He was the cherished brother of an older sister and brother who may also have been traumatized by the death of three-year-old Sadie. The future director of the FBI was the pet of the Hoover household, protected by its care and love.



The year Edgar was born, Washington had a population of a quarter-million people and was growing at a rate of 5,000 a year. The half of Capitol Hill that lay north of East Capitol Street was being filled with newly constructed homes, but below East Capitol, the southeast Washington of Hoover’s Seward Square, the neighborhoods had been settled for decades. With its trees and plantings, the area had a prosperous and stable appearance. The public schools and Protestant churches that served the community were well established, and, since 1890, the district had had its own high school, Eastern High, located in Hoover’s day a block from Seward Square at Pennsylvania and Seventh S.E.

On his mother’s side, Edgar’s family may have been more distinguished than most of the lower-level civil servants of the neighborhood. Judging by the Hoovers’ home, however, they would not have been among the more affluent. Most Seward Square houses were brick-or stone-faced three-story buildings, but the Hoover family home, like the one Dickerson Jr. would purchase next door, was a modest two-story frame house faced with whitewashed stucco and black trim and shutters. Perched on a high bank above the square, and approached from the street by a flight of seven stone stairs, the house had a one-story front porch with scrollwork brackets. The porch’s northern exposure made it ideal for hot Washington afternoons. The sunny, southfacing backyard was filled with Annie Hoover’s roses and wisteria. The house had three bedrooms upstairs, and while his sister and brother still lived at home, Edgar slept downstairs in the rear parlor. Like most white housewives in Washington, Annie Hoover had a black maid who came each day to help with meals and cleaning.

Though entirely respectable, the Hoovers’ Capitol Hill neighborhood would not have been considered particularly prestigious or wealthy. Seward Square was a microcosm of white, Protestant, middle-class America. There were within its borders few rich and no poor; except for the servants who came each day to do the cooking and cleaning, it was all white. The only religious differences were friendly rivalries among the Lutherans, Presbyterians, and Methodists. A child of Seward Square would have grown up knowing no one who was, in any essential respect, different from himself. The city’s more solidly established middle-class families, with several generations separating them from manual labor, would have lived in Washington’s northwest, where the wealthy families of Washington’s “society” congregated. The black third of the city’s population lived in the city’s southwest and remote northeast ghettos, or in the nearly invisible “alleys” in the center of white blocks, pockets of poverty scattered throughout the affluent capital city.

Washington was a Southern town where immigrants were scarce and self-abasing, and so the self-assertion of the white Protestant middle class showed itself most clearly in the growing respectability, even conventionality, of racism. The 1890s saw blacks disenfranchised and segregated throughout the South by Jim Crow legislation. It was only a short time before blacks in Washington felt the new wave of persecution and humiliation that was sweeping north. Between 1900 and 1920, from Hoover’s fifth to twenty-fifth years., the District systematically institutionalized Jim Crow. By the end of Wilson’s administration, the only public accommodations that were not segregated were the trolleys and buses, the public libraries, and the grandstands at Griffith Stadium.7

The model for the grandiose civic improvements whose construction fascinated young Hoover during the first decade of the century was the “White City,” architect Daniel Burnham’s lath-and-plaster neoclassical fantasy at the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago.8 Washington, in its distribution of power and its exclusion of blacks from the conveniences and amenities of the community, was being turned into another kind of white city in a racial sense as well.

One area in which blacks had always been segregated was the public schools, but now the prejudice expanded to the churches. The few blacks in white churches were made to feel unwelcome, and were banned from white religious conventions and meetings. Black women were asked to leave the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and many other philanthropic groups. Segregated washrooms and lockers (“Jim Crow corners”) were established for the first time in government offices in 1904. Each year there was more pressure for antimiscegenation laws, Jim Crow cars on the streetcars, and a legal code of residential segregation. In every area of Washington life where blacks had once associated with whites—restaurants, barbershops, theaters, charitable and social organizations—they were now excluded and confined to their own inferior preserves. By 1920, Washington’s blacks had come to occupy what historian Constance McLaughlin Green called “The Secret City.”9



During his infancy, Edgar was largely in the care of his older sister and brother. Dick recalled, “I must have wheeled Edgar a thousand miles around Capitol Hill in one of those old-fashioned, high-wheeled baby buggies that mother bought for him…. It was my daily chore to take Edgar out for an airing. I’d tuck his bottle under the pillows of the baby carriage and sometimes we would be gone for hours.”10

At the turn of the century, the only major public buildings on Capitol Hill were the Capitol itself and the magnificent original facility of the Library of Congress. In 1902, after the publication of a new municipal plan, Washington began a colossal effort to beautify the city, and much of Edgar’s childhood was spent exploring it, first by carriage and then on foot and bicycle (in the beginning of the twentieth century, Washington, changing from a hodgepodge of encroachments on L’Enfant’s plan into a monumental sequence of public spaces, held no threats to discourage a parent from giving a child the freedom of the city). During the first decade of the century, the Senate and House office buildings were being constructed on each side of the Capitol a few steps from Seward Square. A few blocks farther from Hoover’s home, the new Union Station was being built to allow the removal of the train tracks and depots that disfigured the mall. Even more interesting to a growing boy and his dog was the reclamation of Rock Creek Park across town, with its ravines and caves and secret paths. A picture of Edgar around this time shows a husky and rugged boy in sturdy knickers, his bicycle by his side, looking somewhat annoyed at having to pose for the camera. His broad features and stocky body forecast his later appearance, though during his teens and twenties, when he was carving out a place for himself first at Central High and then in the Justice Department, he was sword-slim, with pinched, intense features and piercing intense eyes.11

The members of the Hoover family were seldom apart during Edgar’s youth. Dick, who lived at home until he married in 1907 at the age of twenty-seven, bought the house next door, where his first daughter was born in 1908. Lillian also lived at home until she married, in 1908, at the age of twenty-five, and then she moved a few blocks away to Tenth Street N.E. near Constitution. Like many close families, the Hoovers tended to cluster within the family circle. It was emotionally difficult for any of them to be apart from the others. This was particularly true for Edgar’s father, whose letters when away on business were filled with longing for his wife and youngest son.

In 1904, when Edgar was nine and his father fifty-three, Dickerson Sr. had to travel on business to St. Louis. “My dear Edgar,” he wrote,


I know you would like to hear from Papa, so this morning I will write you a short letter. This is a big city and it is full of people, some parts are very pretty but I don’t think you or mama would like it. Everybody is in a rush, but as yet I have not seen any bad people and the police is as scarce as they can be. The Mississippi River is very high and the water is like clay. The drinking water here has to be filtered when it comes out of the spigot it is very dark. Take good care of Mama and when I come home I will bring you something nice. I must now close as I am got to go out to the Fair grounds its about 4 miles from where I am stopping. Love to all with a kiss for yourself. I have a big favor to ask you it is give Mama a hug and a long sweet kiss. Good Bye, Papa.12



A short time later, Annie Hoover took Edgar to St. Louis to visit his father, who had to remain there for a while, and the three of them visited the 1904 St. Louis Fair. When Edgar and his mother returned to Washington, Dickerson Sr. was heartbroken. “Dear old man,” he wrote Edgar,


I received your two letters and they were fine. I am so glad to hear that you are much better. Take good care of yourself and don’t study too hard. It is cold here and if you was here that big overcoat would just be right to keep you warm. I sleep in your little bed and I wish you were here so that I could fight you in the morning. Mama might think you aint strong but just let her try to fight you and she will find out. I have not seen any of the fair since you and Dear Mama left when I do go around and I see anything I will get it for you. Take good care of Mama. I must now say good night. Be a good boy. With a good big kiss. From Papa.13



Annie’s letters to Edgar were affectionate but did not show as much emotional vulnerability as her husband’s. While on a trip to New York and Boston, probably in October 1906 when Edgar was eleven, Annie wrote a letter to her “Dear little Edgar”:


While Mama is writing you this little letter, the Steam Cars are flying past my window, the elevated road passes right by the window, the street cars in front of the door—New York is a very busy place. Yesterday afternoon we took a ride on the sight seeing Automobile all through Central Park, along River side Park and Fifth Avenue, such beautiful houses, it seemed like Fairy Land to see such beautiful places, hope some day when you are older you may be able to see all the wonderful sights in New York.



Annie Hoover was the family disciplinarian who encouraged Edgar with rewards and punishments. The same letter continued with: “Was so glad to hear you were perfect in your spelling and Arithmetic. Study hard both your lessons and your music and try and be a very good boy for Mama wants you to have the trip to Baltimore.” She was also the more practical of Hoover’s parents: “Take good care of yourself and if you feel badly take some number 10 and if you should have a cold some number 7. Am very glad you are using our room. Take care of everything nicely and don’t run the streets. With love and kisses. Yours lovingly Mama.”14

Annie’s interests centered around her family and neighborhood gossip. Servants found her a strict mistress. A letter to Edgar in 1912 describes an altercation with the cook: “And what do you think of Bell this morning she came in and as soon as I came into the kitchen you should have heard her impudence. I waited until she got through and then I told her after she was through with her work she could quit us. I was not paying her for her insolence which surprised her very much and seemed to knock the wind out of her, so when you come home we’ll have some one else. I think she has been with us a little too long.”15



Church membership was an important avenue of social advancement in Washington at the turn of the century. Ambitious young men could signal their commitment to respectability by joining a church. They could also advance themselves socially by seeking leadership positions within the congregation, and then move still higher in social circles by strategically transferring their membership to a still more respectable church when nothing more could be gained from the one left behind. The goal was to arrive at the most socially exclusive church possible, but not so exclusive that one risked rejection by climbing too high. This sort of church politics could also produce a socially advantageous marriage. (For Dick, at least, this was what happened. He met his wife by becoming a prominent member of the Church of the Reformation.)

Edgar’s parents were not regular church members (when they did attend, they went to the Metropolitan Presbyterian Church, now the Capitol Hill Presbyterian Church, at Fourth and Independence, one block across Seward Square from the Hoover home).16 It is quite possible that a blue-collar worker such as Dickerson Sr. might have felt uncomfortable attending churches as genteel and aggressively respectable as Capitol Hill’s.

Edgar was very close to his older brother throughout his childhood. Dick often accompanied Edgar on his long walks as he followed the progress of the construction on the Hill and along the Mall where the National Galleries were going up; they also liked to hike along the C&O canal.17 Dick was a hero and model for his younger brother, and during his youth, Edgar followed closely in his brother’s footsteps.

Dick’s most important influence on Edgar was to introduce him to the church organizations that absorbed much of his interest during his adolescence. Dick was active in a large number of church organizations and as a young man hoped to become a minister. Edgar joined his brother’s Sunday school, attended the lectures his brother regularly gave to church organizations around the city, and may have helped his brother with the missions he ran in the District jail and along the city’s waterfront.18

The first churches Edgar attended were two neighborhood Presbyterian churches, Eastern Presbyterian at Maryland and Sixth Northeast, and the Metropolitan Presbyterian. These two congregations later merged to form the Capitol Hill Presbyterian Church which now meets in the old Metropolitan Church. The old Eastern Presbyterian church building now houses a black congregation. During his first few years of elementary school Hoover probably attended Eastern’s Sunday school, where he received a copy of the New Testament for memorizing Bible texts.19

While Edgar was in elementary school, Dick joined the Lutheran Church of the Reformation, which then stood on the site of what is now the Library of Congress Annex between Second and Third Streets at Independence. Edgar followed his brother to the Church of the Reformation, and became the secretary of his Sunday school class in 1907 while Dick was serving as superintendent of the Sunday school. Both brothers were still members of this Lutheran church in September 1907 when the church’s minister, John Wiedly, presided over Dick’s wedding at his fiancée’s home at Quincy Place, Northeast Washington. On Sunday, December 27, 1907, this same Doctor Wiedly baptized Edgar into the Lutheran faith at Dick’s house at 411 Seward Square.20

In 1908, Dick had his first child, Margaret. Edgar had charge of his young niece and wheeled her around the Capitol in her buggy as his brother had once done for him. Edgar was a hero to young Margaret, just as Dick had been for him. When Margaret was four and Edgar was away visiting relatives in Wytheville (in western Virginia), Annie Hoover wrote him that “Margaret is sitting here while I am writing she says she is writing but I think it would take a Chinese to make it out.” A few days later, “If I sent you all the letters Margaret writes I think you would receive one about every hour in the day for she is always writing to Uncle Edgar,” and again, “Margaret is counting the days for Uncle Edgar to come home.” As a teenager, Margaret would accompany her uncle on streetcar rides across the city to ice-cream parlors, and later, during the twenties, he advised her not to give her right name if she were caught in a speakeasy raid.21

Early in 1909, when he was fourteen years old, Edgar resigned as secretary of his Sunday school class, presumably still at Reformation Church, and was then elected corresponding secretary of the entire Sunday school—at his age probably the highest position for which he was eligible. About this time the Hoover brothers may have begun to feel a neighborhood church had little more to offer rising young men like themselves. Dick was beginning to receive promotions within the Steamboat Inspection Service and Edgar had begun to set his sights on attending the more prestigious Central High instead of his own neighborhood’s Eastern High. The two brothers began to explore other churches and denominations.22

On February 14, 1909, Edgar went to a meeting of Christian Endeavor, a Congregationalist youth organization, and the next day he went to hear Dick give a speech at the Church of the Redeemer. On February 16, Edgar attended a Mission conference at St. Paul’s Church, possibly also with Dick. Edgar’s diary shows that he continued to attend Sunday school for the rest of 1909, probably at the Church of the Reformation, but by the end of the year he and Dick seem to have made up their minds to change affiliations. Dick transferred from the Lutheran Church of the Reformation to the Old First Presbyterian Church, which was located at John Marshall Place near Judiciary Square at the foot of Capitol Hill in northwest Washington, about an eight-block walk or streetcar ride from Seward Square. On January 9, 1910, he was installed as an elder of this Church. Again Edgar followed his brother’s lead, and on September 11, 1910, he recorded in his diary, “I joined the Presbyterian Church & took my first communion from Dr. D. O. M[a]cLeod.” It is possible that Dick and Edgar were introduced to Old First by their sister Lillian, whose marriage had been performed by Old First’s minister on June 20, 1908. Further evidence of her membership in Old First was her daughter’s baptism by MacLeod on June 23, 1910.23

In transferring to Old First, the Hoover brothers were moving from a church that had no particular social standing to one that represented the highest level of Capitol Hill’s middle-class respectability. Old First was perhaps Washington’s most historic church, one of the most famous Presbyterian congregations in the country. Before it acquired its own church building, it held its services in the old Supreme Court chambers in the Capitol, and the congregation had often included presidents, Supreme Court justices, and congressmen.24 As money and society shifted farther northwest early in the nineteenth century, Old First was left with its upper-class reputation but a middle-class congregation.

Hoover maintained his membership in the Old First and its successor institution, the National Presbyterian Center, for the rest of his life. He regularly claimed that this church, and the ministers who served there, had been important influences during his youth, particularly Dr. Donald Campbell MacLeod, pastor of Old First from 1899 to 1913 and, to a lesser extent, John Brittan Clark, who succeeded MacLeod as pastor of Old First from 1913 to 1926.25

MacLeod turned Old First into an “institutional” church with offerings designed to attract and involve every segment of the congregation. He seems to have been especially successful with activities designed for young boys, and he became well known throughout the city as an organizer of church-sponsored sports. On September 25, 1909, for example, the young men’s class of his Sunday school held a city-wide Sunday school track meet, with a trophy presented to the winning team by the Washington Star.26 Edgar was especially impressed by the baseball teams MacLeod organized and sponsored for neighborhood youths in the city-wide Sunday school summer baseball leagues, which were the principal vacation recreation for white Washington youngsters during the first decade of the century.

While Edgar had been an ambitious and dedicated member of the Sunday school at the Church of the Reformation, he became even more devoted when he switched to Old First’s Sunday school. His diary mentions teachers’ meetings at the church during the autumn of 1910,27 and he evidently continued to lead a Sunday school class throughout his high school years. His friends recall that he regularly taught his Sunday school class wearing his Central High cadet uniform, and they considered this an unusual degree of fervor.

Edgar’s duties as a Sunday school teacher involved preparing a weekly lesson based on a Bible text assigned by the national Sunday school organization, the American Sunday School Union. He was also charged with preventing defections from Old First’s Sunday school and with attracting new members by maintaining a high level of morale and enthusiasm.

It is unlikely that he could have enjoyed a high degree of success as a Sunday school teacher if he had had any reservations about the school’s doctrine, social and political as well as religious, or if he had any difficulty maintaining order over charges not much younger than he. The Sunday school by Hoover’s time was a venerable national institution more than a hundred years old with a well-known institutional personality and style. Vast numbers of Americans found its philosophy powerfully attractive; others considered it preposterous. Clearly, Hoover embraced it.

The American Sunday school, like its English model, was founded for secular purposes but was soon taken over by the evangelicals for religious education. To attract and keep the children of the middle class, the Sunday school had to stress its respectability, which made the poor feel uncomfortable within its genteel confines, and emphasize its exclusion of blacks. According to a historian of the movement, “As long as the schools were largely for the children of the poor, mixing the races was no great difficulty. The introduction of an inclusiveness cutting across white class lines made the presence of black children embarrassing and troublesome.” By the time Hoover became active in the Sunday schools, they represented a “level of middle-class respectability which some Americans had attained and the rest refused to admit that they could not attain.” In the end, “what had begun as an exercise in charity was converted into a prep school for the whole of evangelical America.”28

From the beginning, the Sunday school saw itself guarding and transmitting a culture under siege. Its earliest mission was to civilize and christianize the West, but the Sunday school organizers soon came to believe that the real threat to Protestantism was not the pioneer but the immigrant. The 1856 Report of the Sunday School Union stated that


the refuse population of Europe, rolling in vast waves upon our shores, as it passes westward, deposits its dregs upon our seaboard. These congregate in our great cities and send forth their children—a wretched progeny, degraded in the deep degradation of their parents—to be the scavengers, physical and moral, of our streets. Mingled with these are also the offcast children of American debauchery, drunkenness, and vice. A class more dangerous to the community… can hardly be imagined. And how are they to be reached? The public school and the church are… of no avail.29



As nineteenth-century American society grew more complex, many conservatives, among them the leaders of the Sunday school movement, tended to romanticize the America of the past as a lost Eden, peaceful and law-abiding, a land where class hatred and industrial conflict were unknown. The snake in this garden was the immigrant. Although seldom physically present in the Sunday school, his very absence played an important role in developing the Sunday school consciousness. His presence in the outside world explained why that America did not resemble the serene and secure society that assembled every week to be inspired to storm out of the church basement to make America over in the image of the Sunday school.

The organizers of the Sunday school, with their “dread of disorder and chaos,” came to see their institution as a stronghold against disruptive tendencies in society, as a weapon to be used against the lawless classes. The Sunday school also paid special attention to fortifying teenagers against sexual temptation, which meant, in the minds of many, protecting Anglo-Saxon Protestant youths from the sexually lax example of young immigrants. Among the groups founded for this purpose were Christian Endeavor, founded in 1881 by a Congregational minister in Portland, Maine, and the Epworth League, a Methodist youth group. Another was the Knights of the Holy Grail, whose motto was “Confession, Chastity, Charity.” The International Sunday School Convention established a Department of Purity in 1911 to promote what it called, in a phrase perhaps unconsciously connected to feelings about the morals of those darker in complexion than the average Protestant, the “white life,” its euphemism for virginity.30

By the turn of the century, the Sunday school, with its strong strain of nativism and conservatism, had become an expected part of the Hoovers’ middle-class America. Henry Seidel Canby, editor of the Saturday Review, recalled the Sunday school of his boyhood: “With clean collar and cuffs and a Sunday suit, one put on decorum and in the calm of the quiet neighborhood the mind relaxed, and when the bells began, the slow march of so many church-goers ranged by families, and dressed for a rite, stirred in the consciousness a sense of immemorial… custom.”31

Edgar and Dick Hoover were not born into the Sunday school; they were, so to speak, converts. For them, Sunday school was not simply an automatic ritual; it was an opportunity to identify themselves with the progressive Protestant drive to impose order on a changing America. The Sunday school plunged Hoover into what some saw as the spirit of the age: “the struggle to organize national life in new patterns… the search for a viable collective identity ran all through the era’s dynamic growth.” He was associating there with men for whom organization “was not just a necessity; it was also the major creative act of life.”32

The organizational skills and enthusiasm for bureaucratic routine that marked Hoover’s later career were also essential to the success of the Sunday school leader. The turn-of-the-century Sunday school borrowed all the methods characteristic of the salesmanship and boosterism of the time. A history of the Sunday school movement notes that for the Protestant churches,


a loyal Sunday school army was a popular way of maintaining attendance and discipline: “On Time Every Time, A Learned Lesson Every Time, and An Offering for Christ Every Time.” An “On Timer’s Tribe” had a “pledge to bind and a pin to remind.” Local schools had rally days, decision days, children’s days, concerts and picnics. National organizations abounded for each age group with headquarters, mottos and special songs.



At the Old First, competition to win prizes by bringing in new members was so spirited that arguments would develop over who should get credit for a recruit when he had been “worked over” by several of his friends.33

The leaders of the national Sunday school movement were fascinated by organization per se. One organizer admired “how Tammany divided New York City into districts, each with reliable contacts, so that any ‘voter that has to be interviewed’ could be reached without fail in twenty-four hours.” The Sunday school tried to imitate this technique. The movement claimed that the national head of the Sunday School Convention, like a great detective in charge of a nationwide agency, “could put upon the track of a sinner anywhere in this broad land a Christian worker to speak to him of Christ.”34

Edgar would have spent his sessions as a Sunday school teacher leading his class in song and drilling his students in biblical memory. (He himself sang in Old First’s choir as a boy soprano until his voice changed.) Singing was the best-known and probably the most popular Sunday school activity. The movement produced such famous hymns as “The Bible tells me so,” “Shall We Gather at the River,” “Hear the Tramp, Tramp, Tramp of the Sunday School Brigade,” and “I Am a Little Soldier.”35 One song Hoover would have heard rallied Sunday school children against crime: “Tell him to halt! tell him to halt!/Whatever may be his fault.”36

The course of Bible study at Hoover’s Sunday school stressed memorization and followed a standard curriculum supplied by the national Sunday school organization. The lesson plans chose passages for study based on their supposed appeal to children: Each Bible lesson was organized like a legal brief to lead the class to accept the moral lesson and render a verdict for Jesus. The technique, and the goal, would be much the same in later years when the ex-Sunday school teacher as FBI Director would use John Dillinger and Ma Barker and Harry Dexter White, instead of Cain and Abel, to illustrate his moral lessons.

In 1948, Hoover described the Sunday school as a “crime prevention laboratory.”37 America imagined he meant only the Sunday school’s weekly dose of moral maxims, but to him the Sunday school meant much more than that. It mirrored and reinforced an almost-forgotten way of life; it had been a crusade, Hoover’s first, to defend traditional America against the outsiders whose real crime was the terror they inspired in the America of Hoover’s youth, the America of Seward Square.



In 1906, Dick was twenty-six years old and at an important stage both in his career with the Steamship Inspection Service and in his personal life (he would get married the next year). Nevertheless, he managed to find time to help his eleven-year-old brother put together a neighborhood newspaper. This was a two-page bulletin Edgar called the “Weekly Review, Editor, J. E. Hoover.” It sold for a price of one cent to family and neighbors. Dick is listed as the paper’s “typewriter,” so he must have had the job of typing his brother’s collection of jokes, neighborhood gossip, and bogus advertisements. Edgar also listed himself as the “printer.” Since the paper was duplicated using the letterpress process that was the standard method for copying documents in government offices at the time, Dick probably let Edgar come to his office at the Steamboat Inspection Service to run it off.38

“The Weekly Review” was the world seen through the eyes of the eleven-year-old J. Edgar Hoover, a world that revolved around his family.


Mr. D. N. Hoover, of 413 Seward Square, S.E., will leave on Sunday at 3:33 on some business for the government.

Wanted. A servant at No. 413 Seward Square [apparently Annie Hoover had had another falling out with a cook].

Escaped from death. On Friday, about 12:15 o’clock, Mrs. Hoover, of 413 Seward Square, S.E. came near losing her life. She was frying some eggs for lunch, and the blaze caught to her back, but she managed to put the fire out on her arm, and someone in the kitchen put out the fire on the back.

Found. Mr. D. N. Hoover, of 413 Seward Place, S.E., found a five-dollar gold piece. It was made into a pin. It was found in Chase’s Theatre [a favorite vaudeville house of the Hoovers].”



There was news about the Seward Square neighborhood:


A carriage ran into another carriage Tuesday evening about 3:30 o’clock between 4th and 5th Streets, on Pennsylvania Avenue. The man was arrested and paid ten dollars fine. It did seven dollars worth of damage.

An accident happened on the Capital Traction Railway, about 3:00 o’clock Tuesday, between 4th and 5th Streets, S.E. A cartridge was placed on the car track by some boys. It got caught in the slot and broke the plow, so that the car could not run. It caused a great deal of excitement.

Society. A reception was held at Mrs. Griffith’s. It was the Hot Air Club that met. They had a very good time.



A regular feature was a series of health tips from “The Brent School Health Club”:


The Rules of the Good Health Club of the Brent School. Eat slowly. Don’t eat adulterated food. Don’t eat too much. Don’t eat between meals. Clean your teeth.



Nearly every issue had an article about a historic figure:


Franklin’s Life in Brief. Franklin invented the lightning rod to protect houses. He started the first military company, started the first fire engine company, discovered that lightning and electricity were the same, and started the first college, which is now the University of Pennsylvania. Franklin’s two-hundredth anniversary was celebrated on Wednesday last. At the Library there were books which he had printed, papers written by him, and the Declaration of Independence, signed by him.”



Fond of moral proverbs in his later years, Hoover started quoting them early in a section of “The Weekly Review”: “Proverbs: Where there is a will, there is a way. Whatever is worth doing at all is worth doing well.” And, since a real paper had advertisements, Edgar included some pro bono ads: “Eat potatoes. Eat Apples. Eat Puffed Rice. Drink Swiss Dairy Milk.”

The humor section was entitled “Rich and Racy Jokes”: “What is the most difficult surgical operation? If you suddenly saw a home on fire, what three authors would you name? Why is a printer like a postman? (Answers next week).” And “The Hindu. Poor belated Hindu, he does the best he kin do. He follows his cast [sic] from first to last, and for clothes he makes his skin do.” This last may have been a parody of a song Hoover would have sung in Sunday school: “I am a little Hindoo girl,/Of Jesus never heard;/Oh, pity me, dear Christian child/Oh send to me His word.”39

In view of his age, it is not surprising that the young Edgar focused on neighborhood news, though he did make a few exceptions, for example the engagement and marriage of Ned Longworth and Alice Roosevelt (he reprinted their marriage license verbatim). The world beyond Seward Square was filled with calamities: fires, deaths of famous personalities (Marshall Field), and, perhaps because of his brother’s career, shipwrecks and nautical disasters. Seward Square was a secure enclave; the world outside was a place of danger. The most controversial neighborhood event to appear in his paper was a tale of unrest at his school: “Salaries: A teacher in the Fourth Division said that she thought the teachers needed more money.”



Edgar was not just an observer and a reporter during the first decade of the century. He was active and outgoing, varied and enthusiastic in his interests. Naturally, school took up most of his time. Between 1901 and 1909, he was a student at the Brent Elementary School, the public school at Third and “D,” a block down North Carolina from his home on Seward Square. Hoover attended Brent for all but one of his elementary school years; he was at the Wallack school (on the grounds of the Old Eastern High at Seventh and Pennsylvania) for the seventh grade, probably because of overcrowding at Brent, which, as now, was a common reason for transferring students.40

The Washington public schools in Hoover’s time stressed citizenship and discipline (corporal punishment was not abolished until 1913). Dress was formal: boys wore jackets and ties, knickers in the lower grades, trousers by the eighth grade; girls wore dresses or skirts with middie blouses. Dress was so standardized that students in classroom photographs of the period appear to be in uniform. The schools were also standardized in another way: Since the system was legally segregated, only whites attended Brent.41

The curriculum at Brent was demanding, leading, for example, to algebra in the eighth grade; texts in literature were chosen to ensure that the children would be exposed to the American popular classics as well as a smattering of the masterpieces of European literature. Required reading included Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, a collection of Greek mythology, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, Thackeray’s The Rose and the Ring, Dickens’s Tale of Two Cities and Christmas Carol Ouida’s Stories of a Nürnberg Stove, Hawthorne’s Wonder Book, Irving’s The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, Whittier’s Snow-Bound, and Bryant’s Thanatopsis. The day began with a prayer, and the lessons included Bible study.42

The curriculum was thoroughly conservative. It was the farthest thing from anyone’s mind that a child should be taught to question received ideas or values. The school tried to initiate the student into citizenship by acquainting him with the traditional legends, hallowed words, and scientific wonders that bolstered Western civilization’s claim to world leadership. The successful student was one who mastered the circumscribed, coherent system of ideas and values and learned to exhibit this mastery in his work.43

When the day’s classes were over, Edgar was free to play by himself or participate in organized after-school activities. The diary that he kept between 1908 and 1910 describes his choices: “Went to carpenter shop and I am on my picture frame with William helping me. We got one session.” By the time he was fourteen he was exploring the entire city. During July 1909, the Wright brothers were at Fort Myers in Arlington attempting to set a flight endurance record. Edgar spent three days waiting to see a flight, and on July 30 he wrote: “Went to Fort Myers & Arlington. Wright flew to Alexandria & back in 14.2 mi. I [was the] first outsider to shake Orville’s hand.” And, of course, he continued to monitor the many construction sites around the city, noting in his diary a “walk to the New Union. All tracks used but the West End was not open. No pavement laid and 4 blocks to the cars.” Another entry reported that the “House building [was] nearly finished”44

His chores around the house included working on his mother’s garden and helping her preserve the garden produce. He was fond of recording changes in the weather, sometimes using Southern figures of speech: instead of snow “falling” for Edgar, it was “laying.” On February 2, 1908, he wrote “Ground Frog sees shadow. Ground Frog day.”45

He earned the childhood nickname of “Speed” carrying groceries from the neighborhood market: “I started earning money,” he later recalled, “when I was twelve years old by carrying groceries. In those days markets did not hire delivery boys, but I discovered that if one stood outside a store, a customer laden with purchases would happily accept a helping hand and gratefully tip anyone who aided with a heavy load. The first such commission I got was to carry two baskets two miles for which I received a tip of ten cents. I realized that the quicker I could complete each chore, the more money I could earn, so I spent most of my time running. Because I ran back to the market and was outside the Eastern Market every day after school and from 7 A.M. to 7 P.M. each Saturday, I could earn as much as two dollars a day. In those days that was a king’s ransom.”46

His diary has the names of many friends, boys and girls. There were informal visits and formal “calls” in the style of the last century. On Valentine’s Day he passed out cards to family and friends.47

As he grew older, Edgar began to take more interest in the news, specifically news of crime and disasters: “Estimated report of loss of life in Sicily 200,000 and loss of property $1,000,000,000. Miss Dalton [his 8th-grade teacher] prophecied that there would be an earthquake in the eastern part of Asia & bordering islands at 11.16 today.” He noted that she had been wrong: “The time is over a year.” (About this time he also read The Last Days of Pompeii.) More disasters: “Man killed in the senate building.” “Dr. Aippen murderer of Belle Elmore caught about S.S. Montrose by Inspector Dew of Scotland Yard.” His developing interest in crime and the law must have been noticed by his family, because they took to mentioning notable cases in their letters. His mother wrote that “the trial of the Aliens must have been very interesting. I see by the papers they have caught the last of them in Des Moines. I guess they are not quite as bad as the papers painted them.”48

He read the popular books of the day, and mentioned several of them in his diary: “Spent day in literary pursuits.” “Read Magazines.” “Read a little of the Gospel of Judas Iscariot (Great book).” “Rested in the morning & read Circular Staircase in the afternoon.”49

Edgar and his parents loved vaudeville, as did President Wilson, who visited Poli’s each week. (During the twenties, Hoover became friends with vaudeville performers such as Harry Richman, and during the thirties he enjoyed meeting such show business personalities as Billy Rose.) Edgar’s diary often mentions going to Chase’s or Poli’s theaters. In the summer, when he was away from home, his parents, knowing of his interest, would mention in their letters the new vaudeville shows they’d seen. In 1912, Hoover’s father wrote him that “we did not go to Chase’s New this week. We went to Poli’s ‘Checkers’ it was very good. Many of the old Thursday night patrons was there and while it was hot the house was crowded and we did not mind the heat. They are doing a good business and I understand that there is over 1200 requests for reservations which they cannot fill.” On another occasion, his mother wrote, “Louis Haines has left the Poli Players no one seems to know why the paper merely said he could not learn quickly, am so sorry for we all liked him and last week he was fine.”50

When in Washington during the summer months, Edgar rode his bicycle to swim at the Tidal Basin: “Took a bicycle ride to the bathing beach in afternoon.” But the family also left town during the hot months. In 1910, for example, they visited Cape May: “Arrived at Cape May 6.05 P.M.… Went in bathing at 10.30 A.M. Went for a car-ride to Cape May Point & landing. Went to band Concert at 8.00.” “Went in bathing at 11:30 A.M. Went to Sewell’s Pt & Went to 8.00 P.M. Concert.” “Went to Sewell’s Point with Mr. Dallas & watched the fishing. Walk to Cape May Hotel & back in the evening with Miss Turiman [?].” “Rode to Cape May Point in the evening with Mom & Pop.” “Saw the moon rise out of the water.” “Left Cape May at 2.30 and arrived home at 8.05. Had a fine trip.”51

The young J. Edgar Hoover was aware, alert, convinced of the importance and interest of whatever he saw and did. Protected by concerned, doting parents, brother, and sister, he gained confidence in his own thoughts and abilities at an early age; he took it for granted that his ideas and observations were just as interesting to others as they were to him. He focused on the objective facts of situations, not his emotional reactions. There is a meticulous, exacting quality to his jottings and a sense of concern about the opinions of others.

Because of his dependence on family rather than friends, and because he spent so much time in the company of his elders, he began to act like an adult while he was still a child. Edgar learned early to keep his emotions under restraint even though his family had strong affections for one another. His parents’ and brother’s care and attention gave him self-confidence and a sense of initiative, but perhaps also an anxiety that he had to live up to their exalted expectations—and his own.



The public schools, like the churches, were sacred institutions for Washington’s respectable middle class. Edgar’s decision to leave Seward Square in 1909 to go to Central, three miles away, instead of Eastern High, just a block away, where Dick and Lillian had studied, was a deliberate effort to seek out the best opportunities the city had to offer. Central High was the oldest, most prestigious, and best known of the city’s public schools. Graduation from there represented a significant achievement in Washington’s white middle-class community.

Edgar was not the first Hoover to attend Central. His father’s younger brother, Halstead Peirce Hoover, was the head of Central’s music department and had been a member of Central’s class of 1889. Halstead Hoover still lived near the school with Edgar’s grandmother, and while attending Central Edgar would often eat lunch at their house.52

At Central, Edgar was one of those young men who seemed to know just what he wanted, and how to get it. He apparently took his academic excellence as a matter of course and regarded it as of no great consequence—he easily compiled an outstanding academic record that earned him election as class valedictorian. Instead, he poured his energy into winning recognition as a student leader. He surveyed the ways to attain that goal at Central by rejecting those activities for which he was unsuited by talent or interest and applying himself with single-mindedness of purpose to those in which he could excel.

Central High was ideally suited to Edgar’s ambitions. Founded in 1882, it had been the first white school in the city, and until the branches at Eastern, Western, Business, and Technical were established, it had been known simply as Washington High School. During Hoover’s years, 1909 to 1913, the school was located in its original building at Seventh and “O” N.W. Three years after Hoover graduated, the school moved to a fine residential neighborhood at Thirteenth and Clifton Street N.W.—a few blocks from Howard University—where Central filled an entire city block with its academic facilities and playing fields, by far the best in the city.

Washington’s public schools were at a high level of academic excellence during Hoover’s years. A strong superintendent had provided outstanding leadership and the District administration allocated a budget that allowed the principals to recruit excellent teachers. In fact, the reputation of Washington’s public schools, the high schools in particular, was so good, many students from surrounding Virginia and Maryland attended them in preference to their own. From 1902 to 1920, which included the years Hoover was a student there, Central was led by Emory M. Wilson, a principal regarded by the alumni as the finest in the school’s history.53 Wilson assembled an outstanding faculty and he challenged the students (there were 1,060 the year Hoover entered) with a demanding curriculum supplemented by a regular schedule of assembly speakers from official Washington.

School spirit and pride were very high in the Washington area. Students had great enthusiasm for athletics and extracurriculars. They struggled for leadership of the teams and clubs that represented the school in interscholastic competition, and success was rewarded with a heady tribute of praise. A victorious team could count on a school assembly to celebrate the event, featuring a chorus of “Praise God From Whom All Blessings Flow.”54 Washington regarded Central High’s students as the city’s young elite, and so achieving distinction there was a prize worth striving for.

As has been said of English public schools, the experiences of many of Central High’s students were so intense that it seemed as if nothing in their later lives could ever be as important. One principal said Central was even better than an English public school. “A comparison with Eton or Harrow with respect to distinguished graduates may be permissible,” he wrote in 1941, “with the exception… that admission to this school is not dependent on rank, wealth, or social position. All may enter and each has an equal opportunity for distinction here and in later life activities.” The valedictorian of the class of 1912 (the year before Hoover graduated), told his fiftieth reunion that Central “had all the enthusiasm of a private school. I mean anyone could go there, but out of it came many distinguished citizens—doctors, lawyers, diplomats. Here was a public high school. But it had status. It had a personality, and it had a spirit.”55

But not quite everybody could go to Central. It was, of course, a segregated school, and the exclusion of blacks seems to have been the principal factor in making Central High’s students feel as if they were an elite. Scattered through Central’s publications were hints of the school’s race consciousness.56

The tradition of racial exclusivity and its role in maintaining the pride of Central High were still evident when the school closed in 1950. The Washington school board had imposed tuition on non-District residents attending their schools, and the result was an immediate decline in the number of white students, many of whom had commuted from Maryland and Virginia. The drop in Central’s enrollment was so great that the school board decided to turn the facilities over to the colored branch of the still-segregated school system. As soon as the board had acted, and all appeals were rejected, the outraged graduates went on a rampage. They effaced the “Central High” inscription over the door, tore out the cornerstone, ripped the brass seal from the entrance, removed the ornamental trophy cases with their trophies and banners, and purloined the school archives.57

Central High was an important symbol of the fact (or illusion) that a white skin was the only passport needed for admission into the privileged ranks of Washington’s elite (and, by extension, into the national elite as well). Like the churches and the government bureaucracy, Central High was one of the white middle class’s weapons in its drive to cultural, social, economic, and political power. At the turn of the century it was a palpable expression and vehicle of Seward Square’s sense of moral and racial caste. That, in turn, was sustained largely by the exclusion of blacks.

Young Edgar thrived at Central. He regularly chose the most challenging electives—Latin, French, four years of mathematics, and physics. History was his favorite subject, and classmates recall that he often spent his free periods auditing classes whose topics interested him.58

At Central, however, recognition was based not so much on academic performance as on extracurricular activities, particularly athletics. Edgar’s diary shows that he joined the athletic association soon after entering Central.59 He tried out for the football team but was rejected because of his size. Sturdy and stocky as a young boy, Hoover had grown to nearly his full height of five feet ten inches by his freshman year, but he was extremely thin until his twenties, when he filled out to 180 pounds. (In later years, his weight fluctuated around 200 pounds, well above his own standards for Bureau personnel.) Instead, he joined the track team, training for a year under a coach whose undefeated teams from 1898 to 1921 won four national championships at the Penn Relays.

By the end of his freshman year, Edgar had shifted his sights from athletics. In Hoover’s day, Central High’s debate teams were the best in the city and even competed against colleges. Hoover attended debates during his freshman year, and mentions one contest between Eastern and Central in his diary: “Score 2:1 favor Central. Hurrah with a brecky for Old Central High.” (A “brecky” was the chorus from Aristophanes’s Frogs, Central’s school cheer, traditionally shouted from the school’s front steps.) As a sophomore he joined the Debate Society, and spent that year participating in intramural debates, arguing both sides of such topics as women’s suffrage. During his junior year, Edgar was on a city championship team that won all eleven of its matches.60 As a senior, he was the team’s leading speaker. No other high school team challenged Central, so the school claimed its fifth consecutive city championship.

In 1913, Hoover’s senior year, the team sponsored a series of intramural debates on the municipal ownership of public utilities and the primary system of presidential nominations. In order to have some interscholastic debate experience, Hoover’s team debated Baltimore City College on the question of presidential primaries. The school paper printed a full account of this match:


Now a word as to the work connected with debating. The members of the team had been preparing their speeches for nearly two months before the Baltimore City College debate. Besides hours upon hours of research work spent in the Congressional Library, the debaters burned the midnight oil for many nights in composing and recomposing their speeches. During the week or ten days directly preceding the debate, none of the members of the team saw his pillow until far after the witching hour.

Defending the affirmative and taking for its battle cry “We want representation that truly represents,” Central opened the debate with Mr. Hoover as the first speaker. He proved that the primary was the natural development of America by showing how the tendency of democracy in this country has rapidly and is still approaching a stage where the will of the people can be respected absolutely and directly…. Mr. Hoover spoke in final rebuttal for Central. Gichner’s rebuttal for Baltimore was brilliant in every respect but he was unfortunate in being followed by Hoover, whose cool relentless logic overturned point after point.61



Afterward, Hoover offered his reflections on the benefits of debate:


Debate offers benefits in many forms. It teaches one to control his temper and free himself from sarcasm; it gives self-possession and mental control; it brings before the debater vividly the importance of clean play, for debate, like other interests, offers loopholes for slugging, but when the referee is a committee composed of three lawyers, slugging in the form of false arguments and statements proves of little use; and lastly, it gives to the high school debater a practical and beneficial example of life, which is nothing more or less than the matching of one man’s wit against another; and such is debate.62



Edgar had already learned how to lend authority to his opinions by presenting them, not as his own beliefs, but as truths apparent to any serious and honest intelligence. His style of argument can be appreciated in a brief he wrote during his sophomore year.

Brief on Question of Abolition of Capital Punishment (Neg.)


	The Bible stands for Capital Punishment.

	All Christian Nations uphold it.

	The abolition of it would be deplorable in effect on a country. (Brief made)63




There is a brutal force to this argument, which is directed not to the reason but to the loyalty of the judge (in this case the debate referee). The judge must either concur in the argument or admit to a forbidden skepticism about the basic articles of faith that supported his own authority. He must agree or expose himself as disloyal. It was a form of argument that Edgar would later find extremely useful in a much broader arena.

Debate at Central allowed Hoover to explore and develop important traits of his personality. A debater has to enjoy a battle of wits for its own sake. He has to love a good fight. Since, as a matter of course, he has to argue both sides of an issue, he cannot be successful without developing the ability to distinguish between his personal convictions on an issue and the strength of the arguments he will use to support his position. Debating encourages a dispassionate appraisal of the probable persuasiveness of an argument. It teaches that the outcome depends less on belief in the essential lightness of a position than on the facts and logic brought to bear in support of it.

Hoover’s debate experience helped develop the combative personality that would fortify him throughout his career. Just as important, it taught him to make a shrewd analysis of both the strengths of his case and its weaknesses. Until his last years, Hoover’s characteristic coolness and calculation protected him in his many political confrontations. He often walked away from fights, despite the entreaties of superiors and subordinates, when he thought his position was vulnerable. He was usually the most skeptical and analytic person in any staff discussion, although once he went into battle, he was a committed advocate for his cause.

Debate was one of Hoover’s most absorbing interests at Central. The other, which made an equally important contribution to the development of his character, was the Central High School Brigade of Cadets, which he joined during the first week of his freshman year.64

Central awarded its highest prestige to the captains of the athletic teams, but a leader of the cadet corps got almost as much recognition. The Central High School Cadet Corps, founded in 1882, the same year as the school, had a long history and rich traditions. The Sousa march, “Washington High School Cadets,” was originally written for the Central cadets, and they considered it their official anthem. Each of the Washington high schools had a cadet corps of about three companies; each company contained some sixty cadets organized in four to eight squads. At the beginning of each year the seniors who had been noncommissioned officers the year before took an examination in their knowledge of drill. From these candidates were chosen the captains of the various companies, as well as the colonel and staff of the city-wide cadet regiment to which each of the high school brigades belonged. (The colored schools had their own cadet corps and fielded their own regiment. Their activities were simply ignored by the newspapers and by white Washington.)

Cadets wore their uniforms to school on drill days, and gave their girlfriends ribbons that were the insignia of their companies. They drilled after school every Monday and Thursday, for an hour and a half, on blocked-off streets or, in rainy weather, in a drill room inside Central. The city-wide cadet drill competition was held each spring on the White House Ellipse. This, with its associated parties and dances for each company and the city-wide regimental ball, was considered the social event of the student year. The cadet regiment also staged a mock battle near the White House that was reviewed by members of the cabinet and by army officers.65

During his first two years at Central, Hoover was drilled by the junior and senior officers as they practiced maneuvers and developed their “command voice.” Diary entries during his freshman year mention getting together with other members of his unit after school: “Went to squad meeting at 1117-G-N.W. Corporal Capt. Lieunt. & serg. all there. Had a great time.” At the beginning of his junior year Hoover was named second sergeant in Central’s Company B. He was also apparently making his presence felt, because an item in the school paper remarked on the volume of Hoover’s cadence counts.66

Hoover sat for the regimental and company examinations in October of his senior year and was selected as captain of Company A. One of his fellow captains was Lawrence Jones, a football star and class president who was an all-American football player at West Point and later its head football coach. The third captain, David Blakelock, went on to become a general in the army.67

Hoover took his responsibilities as captain very seriously. The cadet brigade customarily marched in the presidential inauguration, and Hoover led his company in President Wilson’s inaugural parade in March. Hoover wrote an article in the school paper afterward to refocus his company’s attention on the year’s real goal: the city-wide drill competition in the spring. He thanked the principal for offering medals to the cadets for excellence in drill and for letting the cadets have a dance at the Cairo Hotel (Hoover’s parents were chaperons). He then reminded his men that their real task still lay before them: “Officers meetings are held weekly, convening early in the evening and often adjourning early in the morning. Now that the programs are in our hands, it means work all the time. Attendance, fight and set-up are the three essentials.”68

At the final drill competition, Hoover’s six-squad company placed second to an eight-squad company from another school. Hoover felt that the judges had, as was their right, given extra credit for the added difficulty of training and maneuvering the larger units.69 After this final review Hoover reflected on his experiences as a cadet captain: “The year has been a most enjoyable one, for there is nothing more pleasant than to be associated with a company composed of officers and men who you feel are behind you heart and soul. The saddest moment of the year was not when I saw the Adjutant turn toward his right; but was when I realized that I must part with a group of fellows who had become a part of my life. And in conclusion, let me say that I want every man of Company A of 1912-13 to look upon me as their friend and helper wherever we might meet after this year.”70

An enormous expenditure of time is needed to train a group of men to respond precisely to the commands of its leader in a formalized pattern, and its rewards are apparent only to one who finds group solidarity and the techniques of producing it intrinsically satisfying. Hoover did find the process of attaining group cohesion of absorbing interest; to him it was an exercise in group dynamics that was valuable in itself.

Central gave Hoover the opportunity to learn at an early age that he had the ability to motivate men, to lead them, that he enjoyed the process of group organization and leadership. So much of the routine that later consumed Hoover’s FBI, and seemed so pointless to his critics, becomes understandable in the light of the youthful Hoover’s pleasure in organization for its own sake. Because of his years with the Central High Cadet Corps, Hoover was able to anticipate the rewards, both tangible and psychological, that would be his if he were able to turn the FBI into a highly respected organization of the type he had led as captain of cadets.

Edgar carried away from Central a love of competition in a public arena and the conviction that life is, as he said, “nothing more or less than the matching of one man’s wit against another.” Throughout his career he loved dispute and looked for opportunities to lock horns with rivals, enemies, even friends. Hoover’s opponents usually went into battle against him because some important political issue was at stake, assuming that after a test of strength a mutual accommodation could be reached. Instead, they found themselves committed to an endless and bitter war against an enemy who would keep up the fight even when the point of the contest had been forgotten. Hoover liked to fight; most people do not. And so Hoover would eventually wear them down.

Central High reinforced the sense of self that Hoover had acquired in his early years on Seward Square: that he was part of an elite by virtue of being a middle-class white Protestant in a progressive America. It was a set of personal convictions and values rooted in the outlook of a tightly knit, homogeneous community convinced of its superiority and “civilizing” mission. Central High did nothing to make Hoover question those values. Rather, it permitted him to enjoy a success that depended upon his upholding and expressing the common convictions of the community to which he belonged.



Seward Square knew what it was and what it was not, and the symbol of all it was not was the radical foreigner. Hoover was a boy when immigration surged from 300,000 in 1899 to nearly a million during 1907 alone. It remained above 650,000 each year until the outbreak of World War I.71 As the numbers of immigrants rose, so did nativist revulsion against the foreigner and his un-American ideas.

The hereditary racism of the capital was exacerbated by the reaction of old-stock Americans everywhere against ethnic and religious outsiders. The expansion of Jim Crow in the first decades of the century was the way Washington’s native-born white Protestants expressed their nativist anxiety and aggression. Outside the South, where there were few blacks, the immigrant was the enemy.

All the institutions the young Hoover joined—Sunday school, church, Central High—regarded themselves as defenses against the immigrant threat to the country’s ethnic homogeneity, its character as an all-but-officially Christian nation, and to the national leadership of the old-stock American. Not content with a defensive posture, the Protestant churches created a network of institutions to carry on the work of safeguarding the Christian character of American culture. The expansion of the Sunday school into the elaborate enterprise the young Hoover joined, together with the WCTU, the Anti-Saloon League, the YMCA, and the Student Volunteer Movement, were all part of Protestant America’s defense against the immigrant threat. The new “institutional” church that was so appealing to Hoover was another response to the influx of foreigners as the church tried to provide a substitute within its walls for the lost dream of America as a Christian commonwealth, a beachhead for a new drive to “Christianize” America.72

It was not merely the foreigner’s strange appearance, abhorrent customs, and infidel religion that terrified the Seward Squares of America. Old-stock Americans were so sure of the eternal validity of American institutions that any serious dissatisfaction with American society was assumed to have a foreign origin. The labor strife in the coal fields of Pennsylvania during the 1870s and the nationwide railroad strike of 1877 were both blamed on the Irish-born members of the Molly Maguires, the underground branch of the Ancient Order of Hibernians. In 1880, the revolutionary wing of the Socialist Labor party endorsed the anarchist program of Bakunin,73 and when a bomb exploded during a radical demonstration in Chicago’s Haymarket Square in 1886, the courts blamed eight self-proclaimed “anarchists” and hanged four of them.

Haymarket made “anarchist” mean anyone advocating, or suspected of advocating, violence as an instrument of economic or political change, particularly after the anarchist Alexander Berkman tried to kill Henry Clay Frick of the Carnegie Steel Company in 1892; then another anarchist, native-born Leon F. Czolgosz, managed to assassinate President McKinley in 1901 (and implicated the anarchist leader Emma Goldman during the course of his interrogation). In the myth of the foreign origin (and hence un-American character) of American radicalism, small-town America was imagined as being corrupted by old-world evils smuggled in by the foreign radical, “a ragged, unwashed, long-haired, wild-eyed fiend, armed with smoking revolver and bomb—to say nothing of the dagger he sometimes carried between his teeth.” A student of the antiradicalism of the period says that “no nativist image prevailed more widely than that of the immigrant as a lawless creature given over to violence and disorder.”74

There was an automatic search for a foreign culprit whenever the repose of conservative America was disturbed. “There is no such thing as an American anarchist,” wrote one editor. “The American character has in it no element which can under any circumstances be won to uses so mistaken and pernicious.” In 1886, the Reverend Theodore T. Munger wrote that “anarchism, lawlessness… labor strikes, and a general violation of personal rights” were something that “the Anglo-Saxon race has not witnessed since Magna Carta.… This horrible tyranny is wholly of foreign origin.” Woodrow Wilson, in a speech during his preparedness campaign, charged that immigrant radicals had “poured the poison of disloyalty into the very arteries of our national life. America has never witnessed anything like this before…. Such creatures of passion, disloyalty, and anarchy must be crushed out.”75

A child would find Seward Square a safe and secure haven. As he grew older, though, he would learn that there was a danger against which the Old First Church, the Sunday school, Central High, and Seward Square itself stood guard. The threat was the foreigner and the un-American ideas he carried with him like an infectious disease.

During the years of Hoover’s youth, other members of his generation were assimilating the ideas of Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud, George Bernard Shaw, and H. G. Wells and using them to explode the inherited pieties of the Victorian era. In A Preface to Politics, published the year Hoover graduated from Central, Walter Lippmann argued that “no moral judgment can declare the value of life” and that government, instead of trying to stamp out “badness,” should try to channel the impulses behind it toward worthwhile goals. Government, he said, should “add and build and increase the facilities of life. Repression is an insignificant part of its work.”76 Such young intellectuals as Max Eastman, Floyd Dell, Van Wyck Brooks, and John Reed, many the same age as Hoover, were unknown to him, and he would not learn of them until he was helping enforce the laws that would make many of them criminals. In the opening decades of the twentieth century, Seward Square seemed far removed from such dissent. In the face of skepticism and change, it nourished belief in progressive America’s white Christian vision of good and evil. It was this vision—nurtured on Seward Square, in Sunday school, and at Central High—that Hoover carried with him as he left his neighborhood to begin his career in official Washington.






CHAPTER 2 [image: image] The Alien Enemy Bureau



Attached hereto are the files on the case of Udo Rail age, 24…. An investigation conducted by the American Intelligence Bureau showed that Rall belittled the United States; talked against the War; spread pacifist propaganda and wrote against conscription.

The United States Attorney recommends that Rail be interned for the duration of the war and the above facts are submitted to you for your consideration in acting upon his recommendation.

J. Edgar Hoover, January 2, 1918, Memorandum to John Lord O’Brian





J. EDGAR HOOVER was, figuratively, born into the federal bureaucracy. He grew up learning the dead-ends and shortcuts of federal employment the way a country boy soaks up the lore of willow whistles and grapevine cigars. Hoover’s father and grandfather spent their lives in the printshop of the Coast and Geodetic Survey. His brother worked his way up the Steamboat Inspection Service to the rank of chief inspector. There were other relatives throughout the federal and district bureaucracy; on his mother’s side there was a District of Columbia judge, William Hitz, a friend of Louis Brandeis and Woodrow Wilson.1

When Hoover graduated from Central in 1913, Washington was, as it still is, a company town, and the company was the federal government. Then, as now, taking advantage of the opportunities Washington offered depended on personal relationships with the entrenched bureaucrats who controlled access to government employment. Direct entry into the higher, policy-making levels of the bureaucracy was largely restricted to the allies and protégés of elected officials. In Hoover’s Washington, those families tended to congregate in northwest Washington and Georgetown.

While admission to the upper reaches of government was generally beyond its grasp, Seward Square did exert a jealous watch over the lower, entry-level positions in the federal bureaucracy. The Hoovers were part of an almost hereditary order of families who knew their way in and about the federal agencies. By virtue of his family, his neighborhood, and his training, J. Edgar Hoover was a full-fledged member of this caste.

For families like the Hoovers, the government was not simply an abstract principle or a vague symbol, nor was it an oppressive force or an instrument to be shaped and manipulated. It was the family’s source of employment, of pride, and of its sense that its values were the official morality of the nation and state. To Seward Square, the federal government was an extension of itself. The permanent bureaucracy was made up of people like themselves who came from similar neighborhoods throughout the city.

By the time he graduated from Central, Hoover had his sights set on a career in law. Beneath his yearbook photo was the caption: “ ‘Speed’ intends to study law at college, and will undoubtedly make as good in that as he has at Central.” Hoover probably had a career with the government already in mind: With the example of his grandfather, father, and brother before him, it would have seemed the logical move.

But while committed to the government, Seward Square was alienated from politics. It was one of the threatening and unsettling forces that periodically threw the bureaucracy into fits of insecurity—and nobody is less secure than the long-term bureaucrat. Besides the conservatism inspired in Seward Square by its white middle-class Protestantism, its intimate and familial connection to the federal bureaucracy made the advocacy of any kind of change dangerous and terrifying.

Hoover never joined a political party. As a Washington resident he never voted, and he used his disenfranchisement as evidence of his distaste for corrupt politics. Even after home rule and the Twenty-third Amendment (1961), he continued to boast that he had never cast a ballot, a prudent course for a non-Civil Service appointee dependent on the elected politicians of both parties who were regularly swept in and out of office as the political currents shifted.

As a young man, Hoover had a significant advantage over his rivals in government service. As a native of Seward Square, he knew exactly how to prepare himself for a government career. Besides his knowledge of the bureaucracy and the confidence he had acquired at Central, he knew that prestigious credentials were a waste of time and money for entry-level work. The vita of a native Washingtonian in government service who grew up in the District before, say, 1950, is almost predictable: the public schools—probably Central, but sometimes Western or Eastern—and then night school at George Washington University. Out-of-towners who moved to the capital during either World War I or II often came to the same conclusion: Once the federal connection was made, it should never be broken, certainly not for anything as superfluous as an education. The sooner one became part of the great chain of seniority that was federal civil service, the better. A law degree might be essential, but an early start and continuity of service were even more important. The most common solution was George Washington University’s night school. That was Hoover’s path, as it had been his brother’s and as it would be his niece’s and many of his top assistants’ at the Justice Department and its Bureau of Investigation.

George Washington University was essentially a pragmatic solution to the career needs of the federal bureaucracy. During its early years, it survived precariously on tuition, its student activities run on a shoestring. Founded as Columbian College in 1821 in hope that it would become the “national” university envisioned in L’Enfant’s plan for the District, the university for years existed in a makeshift collection of buildings near McPherson Square in downtown Washington. In 1912, the undergraduate college moved to its present location in Foggy Bottom, now a most desirable neighborhood but at that time an area “miscellaneous in character [that] gave a distinct impression of decadence.” When the rest of the school moved, the law school stayed behind on the second floor of the Masonic Temple at the triangle formed by Thirteenth Street, New York Avenue, and “H” Street N. W. It was a convenient location for a student with his eye on government work—the Justice Department was then located a few blocks away at “K” Street and Fifteenth.2

The GWU Law School was not particularly prestigious, but it was by no means disreputable and was one of the founding members of the American Association of Law Schools in 1900. In strictly academic terms, it was overshadowed in the Washington area by Georgetown and the University of Virginia. Its real attraction was that it was one of the few law schools in the country (and the only one in Washington) where it was possible to obtain a degree as a “late afternoon student.” Another attractive feature was that a student could skip the undergraduate degree and enter directly into the three-year bachelor of law program, with an additional year’s course work in practices and procedures for the master of law degree. This was the route Hoover followed.

To support himself, Hoover took a job at the Library of Congress, just down Pennsylvania Avenue from Seward Square. He began work in the order division on October 13, 1913, at a salary of $360 a year. He was a junior messenger, the lowest rank on the staff.

In 1913, the Library of Congress was in the process of being transformed into the nation’s foremost research collection by the remarkable Herbert Putnam, an early example of the bureaucratic empire builder that was later typified by such men as Robert Moses, Hyman Rickover, and Hoover himself.3 Putnam’s professional expertise, academic reputation, organizational ability, and, not least, his skillful manipulation of congressmen had won him a large degree of immunity from the political interference and patronage demands that wrecked the efficiency of most government agencies. His personal reputation and the effectiveness of his administration convinced his congressional overseers to approve his budgets each year just as he submitted them. At the Library Hoover was in a position to observe a rare example of an efficient unit of the federal bureaucracy. He was able to study how Putnam won personal security and bureaucratic independence through his reputation for efficiency and by skillfully handling congressional requests for service.

Putnam filled the Library’s professional positions on the basis of merit, but at the nonprofessional level, where Hoover joined the staff, political sponsorship was necessary. Perhaps Hoover got his job through his brother, or through the senator Dick worked for while studying law at George Washington. The law school may also have had connections with the Library, since it was a common employer of GWU law students. (The historian of George Washington University Law School worked at the Library while attending law school, as did Hoover’s niece Margaret, who got her law degree at GWU in the 1920s.)4

Hoover spent his four and a half years at the Library (from 1913 to 1917) in the order department, except for a period in late 1915 when he was detached to the cataloging division. His pay rose steadily. From an initial salary of $30 a month in October 1913 (about the same as he had earned delivering groceries while in high school), Hoover’s pay had increased to $70 a month by the time he finally left the Library on July 31, 1917. There have been suggestions that Hoover’s experience at the Library proved to be invaluable when he organized the index files at the General Intelligence Division in 1919; however, the Justice Department had long had an efficient system of cross-referencing its case files, as had every organization that dealt with large masses of information in the days before computers. If Hoover’s experience at the Library had any significant influence on him, it was that it gave him the opportunity to observe how a government agency could be managed according to sound administrative principles.

Hoover’s routine at the Library was to work from 9:00 A.M. to 4:30 P.M. and then travel across town to GWU for evening classes from 4:50 to 6:30. During the summer, his classes ran from 7:50 to 8:40 in the morning, before the heat grew oppressive, and then he spent the rest of the day at the Library. In the few hours this demanding schedule left him for study, he filled twenty-six bound notebooks, each between one and two hundred pages, with notes on his lectures and reading assignments. He obtained some practical experience working with the Legal Aid Society, and even managed a social life despite his work and studies. There was no age difference between the undergraduates and the law students at GWU, so students of the law school were able to join the college fraternities, even play on the varsity teams. Hoover became a member of Kappa Alpha, a predominantly Southern fraternity with origins at Washington and Lee. For a while after graduation he maintained this connection, and even was president of the fraternity during the early 1920s.5

Hoover finished his bachelor of law degree in 1916 (without honors)6 in the minimum period of three years. He kept his job at the Library while he spent an extra year at GWU taking the courses required for the master’s degree in law.



On April 2, 1917, Woodrow Wilson delivered his war message to Congress. On June 5, all men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-one had to register for the draft. Hoover was twenty-two years of age and in excellent physical condition, just what the army needed, so in early June, besides receiving his master’s degree and sitting for his bar examinations, he filled out his selective service forms. On July 3, 1917, he was notified that he had passed the bar and was admitted to practice before the Supreme Court of the District of Columbia.

Photographs of Hoover at this time show a young man with a thin, intense countenance, one of almost grim determination, perhaps a result of the pressure brought on by a crisis that had been developing at home. On April 17, 1917, Hoover’s sixty-year-old father, who had been ailing for some time and needed medical attention, had to retire from the Interior Department. (He evidently suffered from mental illness; one of Edgar’s nieces later recalled a “nervous breakdown of some sort.”) This reduced the family’s income by $2,000 a year. The support of their ailing father and their mother (Dickerson Sr. would live until 1922, Annie until 1938) would now depend on Edgar and Dick. And since Dick had a wife and three children, the burden of supporting the parents and coping with the father’s illness fell on Edgar’s shoulders.7

Yet Edgar’s family was a resource he could draw on in this domestic emergency. His cousin, William Hitz, had been a special assistant to Attorney General Thomas Gregory during 1916, doing work in the court of claims, which sent him to Boston and to Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Though Hitz left the Justice Department on November 15, 1916—he was appointed associate justice of the District of Columbia Supreme Court—his experience there made him a likely source of information about job opportunities with the department. According to one of Judge Hitz’s nephews, Hoover’s cousin Harold Burton, later United States Supreme Court Justice, Hoover was quite close to Hitz,8 and being thus connected to a successful Washington jurist certainly had to have been of value to Hoover when he looked for work at the department.

Lawyers begin their practical legal education only when they leave law school and enter into practice, so they often choose their first job more for its value as legal training than for the pay. (In later years, Hoover usually described his first job as that of a clerk, and there is a reference in his official FBI personnel file to his being a “clerk in the files division.”9 It was not a job that required or utilized legal training.) Hoover’s starting salary at the Justice Department was $990 a year, more than the $840 he had been earning at the Library of Congress, but still a very low-paying job, though it carried with it exemption from the draft. To put this in perspective, the U.S. attorney general earned $15,000 a year, and his highest subordinates, the solicitor general and the special assistant for war work, earned $10,000 each. A politically well-connected Washington lawyer such as A. Mitchell Palmer earned $200,000 a year in private practice at the outset of the war. While this kind of income was far beyond Hoover’s reach, even with the expectation of early promotion, he still would have done better in private practice.

Hoover was in fact promoted to the rank of “attorney” in less than a year.10 This paid $1,800—about double what he was getting, and just about what he needed to replace his father’s $2,000 a year. It is likely that Judge Hitz’s influence was what gave him the assurance that he would get special attention.

Not only did Hoover’s cousin William Hitz know Gregory; he was also a good friend of the man who would be Hoover’s superior, John Lord O’Brian, whom he had known at Harvard. During the month of July 1917 (Hoover entered the department on July 26), Attorney General Thomas Gregory was laying plans for the War Emergency Division of the Justice Department, an agency he would formally establish in late summer. O’Brian, an eminent Buffalo, New York, attorney, was the man Gregory had in mind to head this division. O’Brian had just finished successful prosecution of the government’s first important domestic security case, the antitrust prosecution of the German propagandist Franz von Rintelen.11 O’Brian accepted the appointment to head the War Emergency Division in the fall of 1917, so he was in communication with Gregory about it during the same summer Hoover was looking for a job.

O’Brian was in the habit of attending Judge Hitz’s Saturday luncheons at the Cosmos Club, to which they both belonged. Hitz had an important part in introducing O’Brian to important members of the Washington legal community, and many years later O’Brian gratefully remembered that Hitz “had a good part in shaping my own life in those early days.” It is possible that at one of those Cosmos Club luncheons O’Brian had mentioned to Hitz that he needed lawyers for his new division at the Justice Department, and that Hitz had told him he had a young relative just out of George Washington Law and needed a job. Judge Hitz’s line to O’Brian might also have made Hoover confident that he had a good chance of being rescued from the file room, because unless someone brought Hoover to O’Brian’s attention, it is unlikely that a man so close to the top of the Justice Department would have noticed a clerk who was so near the bottom, even one as hard-working as Hoover.12

One puzzling note on Hoover’s early days at the Justice Department is a reference to him as a “special agent,” raising the possibility that Hoover’s initial appointment (perhaps only as an administrative formality) was with the department’s detective unit, the Bureau of Investigation, rather than with the Justice Department proper. John Lord O’Brian’s first official mention of Hoover (on December 14, 1917) refers to him as a “special agent,”13 but since many of the Bureau of Investigation’s detectives were working outside the Bureau on the department’s war work, on clerical tasks similar to Hoover’s, O’Brian could easily have been mistaken about Hoover’s appointment. He could not have been expected to be fully acquainted with the precise details of his various clerks’ departmental status.

On the other hand, the 1919 Washington City Directory also lists Hoover as a “special agent” with the Justice Department. This edition would have been compiled early in 1918, and would have been based on information Hoover or his parents gave to the canvassers. The reason Hoover may have first joined the Justice Department as a special agent in the Bureau of Investigation was that the Bureau had recently (July 1916) gotten a special appropriation to hire more agents, so it was the branch of the department that had the most job openings in July 1917. Later, Hoover might not have wanted to have this known by his subordinates because of the unsavory reputation of the pre-1924 Bureau. It also might have diminished his authority if his subordinates had thought of him as someone who had once taken orders in the Bureau, as well as given them. In any case, if Hoover had once been a special agent, he certainly kept it a secret the rest of his life.



As J. Edgar Hoover rode the trolley from Seward Square across town to “K” Street N.W. on July 26 for his first day at the Justice Department, the forces that would shape his future were just making themselves felt. The Bolsheviks, who had helped overthrow the czar in February, were preparing to seize control of the Russian revolution. Left-wing members of the American Socialist party, excited by the developments in Russia, were still two years away from leaving the Socialists to form the Communist and Communist Labor parties. Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman had been convicted of obstructing the draft on July 9 and were in prison—Goldman in Jefferson City, Missouri; Berkman in Atlanta, Georgia. John Dillinger was a fourteen-year-old apprentice machinist in Indianapolis, Indiana.

The United States had been at war for four months when the twenty-two-year-old Hoover joined the Justice Department. Those had been four months of war hysteria, and Justice was at its center.

The Justice Department that Hoover joined was rapidly expanding because of the war, but it was still an old-fashioned place and Gregory was an old-fashioned attorney general. His 1917 budget listed an expense of $12 for a new pole for his carriage. Out of the $2,486.44 spent by the department to maintain its transportation equipment, all but $1.80 went for the upkeep of the department’s horses, its victoria, and its brougham—the odd $1.80 was spent fixing a broken bicycle.14

The Justice Department’s offices were in a collection of leased buildings clustered around the headquarters at Vermont and “K” Street at McPherson Square. Not until 1934, when the Justice Department moved into its present quarters at Pennsylvania and Ninth, would it be centralized in a building of its own.15

Thomas W. Gregory, the first of the nineteen attorney generals Hoover would serve, was a Mississippi-born Texan. One of Woodrow Wilson’s earliest supporters, he was credited with persuading the indispensable Colonel House to back Wilson for the presidency. Gregory took charge of the Justice Department in 1914, succeeding the politically inept James C. McReynolds after Wilson elevated him to the Supreme Court. Gregory quickly ended the department’s traditional alliance with industry in labor struggles, and redirected the Justice Department’s energies toward enforcement of the antitrust laws. As a progressive-era reformer, he also had the Bureau of Investigation emphasize enforcement of the federal white slave law (the Mann Act), in those days regarded as a progressive cause.16

Like many of President Wilson’s early supporters, Gregory was instinctively in sympathy with reform and reformers. He urged Wilson to appoint Louis Brandeis to the U.S. Supreme Court, saying that “one radical in nine is not such a bad thing on the Supreme Bench.”17 Wilson had such respect for Gregory’s character and intellect that he wanted to appoint him to the Supreme Court when Justice Charles Evans Hughes resigned in 1916 to seek the presidency, but Gregory disqualified himself because he was almost deaf. So, Wilson’s cabinet, which was soon to preside over atrocious assaults on civil liberties, entered the war with at least two civil libertarians, Attorney General Gregory and Secretary of Labor William B. Wilson, to help stem the stampede to repressive policies.

Hoover’s quick promotion from “clerk” to “attorney,” and the responsibilities he was immediately given, were unusual for someone his age, but he was still not involved in any significant policy-shaping or decision-making during the war. He was in a position to observe a major government drive to eliminate political dissent. While his assignment was to help administer the department’s supervision of German aliens, the Justice Department itself was committing some of the most egregious violations of civil liberties in American history. For example, it used a major political trial in Chicago in April 1918 to destroy the country’s most militant radical organization, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). It also prosecuted and convicted Emma Goldman, Alexander Berkman, and Eugene Debs, the perennial Socialist presidential candidate, for opposing the draft.

The Bureau of Investigation, recently enlarged to 300 agents and augmented by detectives borrowed from the Immigration Service, was led by A. Bruce Bielaski, another GWU Law School graduate. To supplement its own small staff, the Bureau joined forces with a civilian force, the American Protective League (APL), an army of 260,000 amateur spy-hunters organized in March by Albert M. Briggs. The Bureau supplied the APL with badges identifying them as Justice Department auxiliaries, and turned them loose to hunt for spies and disloyal neighbors. The Justice Department also used the APL to help enforce the draft by allowing them to round up huge numbers of draft-age men on suspicion of being “slackers.”18

It was ironic that the Justice Department’s repressive wartime policies were directed by officials as committed to civil liberties as Thomas Gregory and John Lord O’Brian. During the wartime emergency, Gregory and O’Brian tried their best to preserve constitutional processes in the overheated atmosphere of the war emergency, and to ensure that wartime restrictions of individual rights would only be temporary. Things could have been much worse if Gregory’s first advisor on war legislation, Assistant Attorney General Charles Warren, had had his way. An extreme nativist, Warren saw the war as a chance to settle old scores with the country’s enemies. He had always regarded immigrants as a major threat to American society, and so was one of the five founders of the small but influential Immigration Restriction League, organized at a meeting in his home in 1894.19 Warren and other superpatriots lunged at the chance to use the rough rules of war against alien “reds,” a broad category that included anyone who was dissatisfied with the established order.

The Justice Department was the command center of the government’s drive to maintain support for the war and foster national conformity. Hoover could observe the struggle between constitutionalists determined to protect individual rights and those bent on fostering tribal unity by using the war regulations to repress anyone who disturbed the status quo.

The most visible Justice Department operation in the summer of 1917 was the department’s war against German spies, really more of a public relations campaign to persuade the country that the government was dealing competently with a greatly exaggerated spy threat. Related to this was a bureaucratic battle between Gregory’s Justice Department and its rivals in Treasury (the Secret Service) and War (the Military Intelligence Division) for jurisdiction over loyalty and espionage cases.

Within the Justice Department there was also a struggle by Gregory and John Lord O’Brian to preserve due process and to prevent the use of war regulations to wage a battle against unpopular beliefs and groups. Assistant Attorney General Warren was the chief proponent of repression in the department. Though held in check by Gregory and O’Brian, Warren’s point of view was shared by many subordinate members of the department. (After the war, when Warren, Gregory, and O’Brian had all left the department, views similar to Warren’s became Justice Department policy when, in 1919, A. Mitchell Palmer became attorney general.)

When Wilson signed the declaration of war against imperial Germany on April 6, 1917, the U.S. had, beginning in August 1914, experienced almost three years of war news and war propaganda, most of it calculated to inflame the country against Germany. The nature of the sea war—British control of the ocean’s surface countered by German submarines—had made it inevitable that when there were American casualties, it would be the Germans who were responsible, as in the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915 and the French passenger ship Sussex in 1916. And while both German and British agents in the U.S. ignored American sovereignty, only the acts of German agents alarmed the public. This anti-German prejudice was also exacerbated by the administration’s extreme pro-British bias.

Secretary of the Treasury William McAdoo had his Secret Service agents investigate “German intrigues,” and they had produced spectacular disclosures about the German underground. One such exposé was a supposed German plot with Mexican revolutionaries against American interests in Mexico. Then, in July 1916, the public’s fear of German agents had swelled to a panic when ammunition stored at a munitions depot on New York Harbor’s Black Tom Island exploded. While the German government’s responsibility for the explosion was not legally established until decades later, at the time it was still universally assumed that German agents were to blame.

Three years’ worth of stories about German intrigues convinced much of the public that enemy agents had organized vast numbers of aliens, particularly Germans and Austro-Hungarians, into a secret army poised to sabotage the nation’s defenses. By April 1917, when Wilson delivered his war message, according to one analysis,


many Americans believed that a declaration of war would transform the United States into a battlefield, with every one of the million resident German aliens an agent of the Kaiser. Mexicans in league with Germany would march north, retake Arizona and New Mexico, and cut off California from the rest of the country. Japanese would then land on the Pacific Coast and invade California. In the East, German submarines would shell New York. Sabotage would be particularly widespread in the heavily industrialized Northeast. Spies, of course, were believed to be everywhere.20



Hoover’s first months in the Justice Department put him in the middle of this hysteria over traitors, spies, and saboteurs. In March 1917, the War Department began to ostentatiously guard public utilities and railroad bridges and distribute weapons to factory owners. On the West Coast, public opinion was even more out of control. Power plant owners surrounded their facilities with barbed wire and electric fences, gun clubs mobilized to protect their neighborhoods, and citizens were warned to arm themselves. On March 25, 1917, the War Department imposed a blackout on all news of military movements, and in the absence of hard news about military preparations, rumors ran wild about enemy agents.21

Under these circumstances, those government officials who refused to give in to the hysteria risked being accused of failing in their duty. Within Wilson’s cabinet only a few stood their ground. Secretary of State Robert Lansing and Secretary of the Treasury McAdoo were in favor of a sweeping roundup of aliens, but Secretary of War Newton D. Baker and Attorney General Thomas Gregory remained skeptical that there really was any critical internal threat.22

Despite the repugnance Gregory felt for wholesale infringements on political rights, certain factors impelled him to swim with the repressive current. Most important was his loyalty to the administration, in which he was a leading figure, and to a president he greatly admired. With the country and the press screaming for government action against the alien threat, inactivity would have been political suicide. Gregory also deeply distrusted Secretary of the Treasury McAdoo and his Secret Service, and if the Justice Department appeared lax against aliens, the result would have been to cede control of the internal security field to Treasury. Gregory felt that, eventually, McAdoo’s irresponsibility would discredit the government and the administration.

At the beginning of the war, Gregory had to rely for advice on Charles Warren, who had impressed the Department by his ingenuity in resurrecting the old 1798 Alien Act as the legal basis for Woodrow Wilson’s April 6 proclamation on “Alien Enemies.” (The phrase is taken from the 1798 law.)23

Warren’s virulent anti-immigrant prejudices colored his search for disloyalty among aliens, and helped foster the attitude of suspicion towards foreigners that pervaded the Department when Hoover joined it. Gregory and O’Brian finally had to force Warren out of the Department on April 19, 1918, when he lobbied in congress for a bill that would have turned espionage investigations and trials over to the Army, even though he knew the president and the attorney general were both opposed. “One man shot, after court martial, is worth a hundred arrests by this Department,” Warren had written Gregory.24



Hoover’s first assignment in the Justice Department was to handle the flood of paperwork generated by the regulations governing German aliens. Since 1914, the Justice Department had been preparing lists of aliens considered dangerous. “Prior to the passage of the joint resolution of Congress of April 6, 1917,” Gregory reported, “elaborate preparation was made for the arrest of 63 alien enemies whom past investigation had shown to constitute a danger to the peace and safety of the United States if allowed to remain at large.” There were 295 aliens arrested by June 30, 1917; 895 by October 30. By the end of the war, 4,000 alien enemies had been arrested by the Justice Department.25

On April 6, immediately after signing the declaration of war, President Wilson issued the proclamation Warren had drafted invoking the 1798 Alien Act. The principal statute (Section 4067 of the Revised Statutes) held that:


whenever there is declared war between the United States and any foreign nation or government… and the President makes public proclamation of the event, all natives, citizens, denizens or subjects of the hostile nation or government, being males of the age of fourteen years and upwards, who shall be within the United States, and not actually naturalized, shall be liable to be apprehended, restrained, secured, and removed, as alien enemies. The President is authorized, in any such event, by his proclamation, thereof, or other public act, to direct the conduct to be observed, on the part of the United States, toward the aliens who become so liable; the manner and degree of the restraint to which they shall be subject, and in what cases, and upon what security their residence shall be permitted, and to provide for the removal of those who, not being permitted to reside within the United States, refuse or neglect to depart therefrom; and to establish any other regulations which are found necessary in the premises and for the public safety.26



There were twelve regulations that prohibited “alien enemies” from possessing guns or explosives, radio transmitters, and documents “printed in cipher or in which there may be invisible writing.” They were banned from coming within half a mile of military installations or munitions plants as well as other zones—for example, the capital and the Port of New York—and were barred from entering or leaving the United States. Wilson’s proclamation gave notice that all alien enemies would have to register at a later date and threatened prison if “there may be reasonable cause to believe [an alien] may be aiding or about to aid the enemy.” There was almost superstitious dread of enemy propaganda during the war, and the regulations also sought to silence this:


An alien enemy shall not write, print, or publish any attack or threats against the Government or Congress of the United States, or either branch thereof, or against the measures or policy of the United States, or against the person or property of any person in the military, naval, or civil service of the United States, or of the States or Territories, or of the District of Columbia or of the municipal governments therein.27



Wilson gave the attorney general the responsibility of enforcing these regulations and of drawing up procedures for alien registration. On April 16, Gregory gave alien enemies until June 1 to leave the prohibited zones, but he also instructed his marshals to issue permits to those aliens whose presence posed no danger and who needed to stay in these areas. United States attorneys were to send him names of alien enemies they felt should be summarily arrested under the terms of the proclamation. Gregory warned that no arrests should take place until approval had been obtained from Washington unless it was extraordinarily dangerous to allow the alien to remain free.

Gregory instructed his department that his “plan” was to “take up the case of each individual alien enemy arrested separately and decide… what disposition the interests of the country and of justice required.” His orders required that field agents should transmit information about permit applications to the “Permit Officer, Department of Justice, Washington, D.C.” Even at this early date the department was hard put to cope with the work generated by the department’s authority over alien enemies.28 At the time Hoover was recruited for the War Emergency Division, he was, along with many other clerks, performing the duties of “Permit Officer.”

Hoover’s first four months in the Justice Department in 1917 are, on the whole, undocumented. His name first surfaces in a letter John Lord O’Brian submitted to Attorney General Gregory on December 14 in which O’Brian described the organization of the new War Emergency Division. The substance of O’Brian’s proposal had already been informally approved by Gregory on December 4, so it may be assumed that sometime before December 4 O’Brian chose Hoover to be part of his division’s Alien Enemy Bureau. It is probable that Hoover had been working on alien affairs for several months before O’Brian formalized his assignment.

The reason so many of the department’s resources were directed to alien affairs was that Gregory was able to delegate almost all of his other war-related work to U.S. attorneys or to the APL. It was only the control of alien enemies that presented the department with an uncontrollable flow of paper. President Wilson’s proclamation—which first applied only to German and Austro-Hungarian males over the age of fourteen—gave the attorney general the “duty of execution.”29 Gregory was immediately inundated with thousands of appeals from German aliens who wanted exemptions from the prohibited zone regulations so they could keep their jobs and homes.

The paperwork mounted fast: Red Cross regulations required that all interned enemies be registered. Forms had to be prepared to allow them to apply for parole. Aliens who resided or worked in the forbidden areas, which included many large concentrations of the foreign-born, had to register with the department to apply for permission to remain where they were. A complete registration of all German male aliens—and later, German females (there were, in all, 480,000 German alien enemies in the country, as well as nearly 4 million Austro-Hungarians)—was deferred at the outset because of the need for extensive preparations. Since a severe labor shortage was already developing, employers were desperate to have their interned alien workers released, and so the department had to begin processing parole applications almost as soon as the internments started, and Hoover was put to work on this task.30

When John Lord O’Brian arrived at the Justice Department, his first task had been to reorganize the staff that had been assigned to war work. O’Brian’s plan31 called for the establishment of an Emergency War Division or a “Temporary War Division or… some other similar title” and for setting up four bureaus within it:


	Supervision of litigations, special arguments in aid of the United States Attorneys, supervision of liquor and vice zones and miscellaneous business chiefly relating to litigation, Mr. Bettman, special assistant to Attorney General, aided by Mr. Mothershead, attorney.

	Registration of Aliens, Mr. Sprague, special attorney, assisted by Mr. Blanchard, special agent; other subordinates to be named.

	Supervision of water-front protection in connection with the Army authorities to be assigned to Mr. ———. (For the present in charge of Mr. Kenefick, attorney.)

	All work relating to the internment and parole of enemy aliens and supervising issue of permits, etc., to them, to be handled by a subordinate “Alien Enemy Bureau” in charge of Mr. Storey, as attorney.”




Within this Bureau, work to be sub-divided as follows:

All subordinates reporting to Mr. Storey and Mr. Storey reporting directly to Mr. O’Brian, namely:




	(a) Questions effecting arrest and internment of alleged alien enemies, Mr. Storey.

	(b) Questions relating to the parole of men in detention including the important work to be done in connection with the Department of Labor, relating to interned seamen, Mr. Saxon, assistant to Mr. Storey, aided by Mr. Hoover, special agent.

	(c) Questions effecting permits for aliens, barred zones, supervision of United States Marshals, etc., including miscellaneous correspondence, Mr. McGuire assistant to Mr. Storey.32




By December, departmental correspondence shows that Hoover had become part of the Alien Enemy Bureau routine. He was reviewing cases, summarizing them, and then submitting them to O’Brian with a recommendation for action. Most of the cases were very clear-cut. An eighteen-year-old German named Ernest Loehndorff was arrested in El Paso, Texas, as he was trying to enter the U.S. from Mexico. “Loehndorff stated that he reported to the German consul in each city and offered his services on behalf of his country. He also refused to promise that he will not aid enemy and states that ‘if there is anything any of the high officials tell me to do, I shall try to do that thing even if it costs me my life.’ ” Hoover summarized the case and wrote that “the facts in this case lead me to recommend that Ernest Loehndorff be detained for the duration of the war.”33

O’Brian’s practice was to intern an alien for the duration of the war whenever anyone in authority had reasonable doubts about his reliability. He nearly always overruled pleas for clemency, evidently on the grounds that the law required the internment of any alien who gave the slightest appearance of posing a danger.

For the most part, Hoover simply submitted to O’Brian the U.S. attorney’s recommendation without comment. In many cases, however, Hoover and his immediate superior, Special Assistant Attorney General Charles W. Storey, recommended action less severe than open-ended internment. In most of these instances Hoover was overruled, and these cases offer some insight into his attitude about his work at this time. On December 28, 1917, Hoover wrote O’Brian about a German seaman who had been refused permission to work on shipboard or near the waterfront after hostilities began. The German then violated regulations by signing on a coastal vessel as a deckhand. Hoover noted that “the attitude of this alien enemy is stated to be sullen and uncommunicative. The Special agent in charge recommends that Diedricks be interned for the duration of the war.” All the same, Hoover recommended that “in view of the circumstances of the case a parole may be safely granted at the end of thirty days, provided the limits of such are restricted to a rural community.” Charles Storey disagreed vigorously: “A willful violation of our most important regulation. I see nothing to do but recommend detention for the war. Resp. CES. P.S. This is in line with our regular policy in these cases.” O’Brian concurred: “Intern for War.”34

In another case, a German was arrested for “selling liquor to soldiers in uniform and soliciting men for immoral women.” Hoover’s comment was that “this is a case in which parole may be safely granted, provided Schachman is able to secure a competent supervisor and furnish a bond of not less than $1,000.” Storey concurred: “If the man were a spy he would hardly have acted the way he did in regard to petty larceny and women. I fancy he is harmless in this respect and am inclined to recommend we remove him from the Naval Base and parole him in some inland town on a bond as stiff as he can put up.” Albert Bettman, special assistant to Attorney General Gregory, disagreed, noting that “I think he should be interned for duration [of the] war. Has violated laws passed to further war.” O’Brian’s decision was to intern him for the duration. In a third case, Hoover recommended parole for a German train conductor who had said, “It is a shame that the best blood of the United States should be sent to Europe to fight England’s war.”35 Again he was overruled.

There were also cases where Hoover recommended treatment more severe than his immediate superiors, although in these cases also O’Brian’s final action was to intern the alien for the duration of the war. In one case, an Otto Mueller called President Wilson “a cock-sucker and a thief; later, when asked how he liked America, he answered, “fuck this god damned country.” Hoover characterized these as “various vulgar and obscene remarks about the President” and “the most pronounced Pro-German expressions,” and endorsed the decision of the United States attorney who “recommends that Mueller be interned for the duration of the war, in which recommendation I concur.” Charles Storey disagreed with Hoover, saying that “Mueller has unquestionably overstepped the rights of free speech but still his offense is no more than a failure to keep his mouth shut, and I feel that internment for the war for mere talk is rather severe. Three or four months in jail will be equally effective.”36

Another time that Hoover’s recommendation was more severe than his superiors’ involved a German who, Hoover reported, “engaged in a conversation with a negro in which he indulged in pro-German utterances and in derogatory remarks regarding the United States Government. He also made disloyal statements to other parties.” Hoover passed along without comment the U.S. attorney’s request for the permanent internment of the alien. Storey protested that the alien had been in the country for thirty years. He agreed that speaking “in this manner to a negro lends color to the idea that he was trying to influence the latter against the United States,” but he recommended that the alien be given a month or two in prison followed by parole. “The additional facts that this man is a drunkard and abuses his wife cut two ways and I do not feel that they should be considered in this case.” O’Brian interned him for the duration.37

There is a faint pattern discernible in these cases. O’Brian was determined to base his internment decisions only on the specific actions of the accused, or on the fact that someone with firsthand experience of the alien thought him dangerous. Hoover, by contrast, displayed a desire to probe the beliefs and attitudes of the aliens for mitigating or aggravating circumstances. Hoover was willing to excuse illegal actions by well-meaning aliens, but he was vindictive toward those whose actions might be innocuous but whose opinions indicated disloyalty.

Hoover continued to summarize the case files of interned alien enemies until April 1918. During this time, he also fielded administrative problems arising from the November 16, 1917, registration of German males.

On April 19, 1918, the department issued regulations requiring the registration of German females. This is the first time Hoover appears to have been deeply involved in the actual planning as well as administration of a departmental operation. He may even have directed this project. On July 3, 1918, he sent O’Brian an editorial from the New York Sun that praised the “efficient work of the Department in the registration of alien females.” If Hoover was calling attention to the success of this operation, it may have been because he was in charge of it.38

Beginning in the summer of 1918, letters begin to appear in the files with O’Brian’s signature but bearing Hoover’s “JEH” initials, meaning Hoover was the attorney who had drafted the letter and that replies should be routed back to him. Most of these documents deal with the registration of German alien females, and they show that Hoover was being permitted a fair measure of personal discretion in his decisions, a remarkable advance in view of his age (twenty-three in 1918).

There are also signs that Hoover had become known to his superiors as someone who was reliable and efficient, because they were giving him assignments outside his area of formal responsibility. When the Justice Department became anxious about the number of German aliens living on Staten Island, close to the prohibited area of the Port of New York, Hoover collected data to make an estimate of the size of Staten Island’s German population, and he obtained the names and precincts of the police officers supervising the aliens.39

By mid-summer 1918, Hoover was no longer simply summarizing files and attaching his tentative recommendations. He was evaluating cases from a legal standpoint and furnishing final decisions to his superiors for their signature. He was no longer merely reporting to Charles Storey, but was also working for Albert Bettman, who was in charge of war litigation for O’Brian. Since Hoover had earlier reported to one of Storey’s assistants, this would indicate that he had moved up at least one echelon in the Justice Department bureaucracy.

The assignment that carried with it Hoover’s promotion to the rank of attorney on June 8, 1918, was “reviewing aliens who volunteered for military duty and wanted to become citizens.” This law went into effect on May 9, 1918.40 By the end of September, Hoover was also providing O’Brian with opinions on complicated cases involving travel permits for German aliens; he now handled difficult cases from all areas within the Alien Enemy Bureau, although he still kept his hand on his old job, so that Armistice Day (November 11) found him still compiling registration statistics on alien enemies.

Both Gregory and O’Brian had notified President Wilson that they wanted to leave government service at the end of the war. O’Brian, alarmed that Gregory and Secretary of Labor William Wilson had asked Congress for the power to deport dangerous interned aliens, stayed on long enough to review the files of all interned aliens to make sure they would not be placed in jeopardy by still being in jail if a new law went into effect. He released all of them except some German seamen who had refused repatriation during the war and about 150 aliens who had been convicted of violations of wartime regulations. He also reviewed all the convictions he had obtained under the Espionage Act, and obtained three pardons and 102 commutations from President Wilson.41



Hoover’s wartime experience in the Alien Enemy Bureau did more than simply give him a foothold in the Justice Department. It accustomed him to using administrative procedures as a substitute for the uncertainties and delays of the legal process. The enemy status of the aliens Hoover supervised had stripped them of the protection of the Constitution, and so he got his first taste of authority under circumstances in which he could disregard the normal constitutional restraints on the power of the state.

Hoover had spent a heady year and a half as a novice lawyer with freedom or prison his to grant with the stroke of a pen. The war emergency had given his personal judgment the force of law when determining the loyalty or disloyalty of alien enemies. His latitude to decide the fate of those whose papers were before him was limited only by his sense of responsibility and the review of his superiors. After the end of the war Hoover would no longer be supervised by O’Brian and Gregory, with their scrupulous regard for civil liberties. They would be replaced by ambitious politicians, such as A. Mitchell Palmer, who were all too willing to use the administrative techniques of the Alien Enemy Bureau in a postwar campaign to repress unpopular political beliefs.






CHAPTER 3 [image: image] The Red Years: The Lessons of Success



The Red Army already exists in Russia; the Red Army soon will exist over all of the world…. In 1919 was born the Great Communist International. In 1920 will be born the Great International Soviet Republic.

The First Congress of the Third International, 1919, quoted that year by Hoover in his legal brief on the Communist Party



THE YEAR 1919 was the first of what the Italian left dubbed the biennio rosso, the “red years,” when the Communist revolution surged out of Russia to topple governments throughout Central Europe, terrifying the rich, the powerful, and the respectable everywhere before being thrown back by the unexpectedly resilient and ruthless forces of conservatism. By the end of 1920, it was clear that the revolution had been confined to Russia for the foreseeable future, and that the international Communist movement had become an instrument of Russian policy. However, between 1919 and 1920, when J. Edgar Hoover began his battle against radicalism, a worldwide revolution seemed not only possible but imminent. Hoover’s anticommunism never lost the flavor of those years when, in John Dos Passos’s words, “Lenin was alive, [and] the Seattle general strike had seemed the beginning of the flood instead of the beginning of the ebb.”1



While Hoover was processing his last, meaningless cases in the expiring Alien Enemy Bureau, all of Europe


seemed to be turning to Lenin’s banner. In October, 1918, revolutions broke out in Hungary, Austria, and Bulgaria. A month later came the revolution in Germany which deposed the Kaiser and trembled on the edge of eliminating the Junkers. In Hungary, Finland, and parts of Germany soviets were declared, and while all went down to quick and bloody defeat no one could suppose that in any of these countries the impulse to revolt had been exhausted. Mutinies ravaged the French army; workers in the major Italian cities seized the factories; a radical shop steward movement grew rapidly in England.2



Meanwhile, Hoover was watching his Justice Department career wind down as the Alien Enemy Bureau was liquidated after the armistice. The expertise he had acquired in dealing with aliens during the war would not be needed in the peacetime department; aliens would once again become the responsibility of the Immigration Bureau, a section of the Labor Department.

Almost all the men Hoover had worked with in the wartime Justice Department, the people who knew his energy and talents, were leaving government service. By May 1, 1919, Gregory, O’Brian, Warren, and Bielaski (who resigned on February 10, 1919), would be gone, and the new attorney general (Palmer took office at the beginning of March) could not be expected to show any interest in a low-level holdover like Hoover.3

Early in 1919, Hoover, along with the rest of the country, was subjected to a barrage of hysterical warnings from pulpit, rostrum, and editorial page that the institutions of government and property in America were under attack by international revolution, and that the American radical movement was the Red conspiracy’s cutting edge in the United States. During the first few months of 1919, when the Red tide was running highest in Europe, Hoover was in no position to form any independent impressions of what was happening, and so he, like the rest of the public, had to rely on accounts in the rabidly anti-Communist press. A few months later, though, as head of the antiradical division within the Justice Department, he would be in a position to collect and study the whole written output of the radical movement. To Hoover, this material would seem authoritative confirmation of the worst fears of the right-wing press and conservative politicians.

The background of European violence made the wave of strikes that broke out in the United States in 1919 seem part of a worldwide class war between capital and labor. Strikes had been prohibited during the war, and there was still a lingering public sentiment that any kind of work stoppage was disloyal. The media had little difficulty frightening the country when some 4 million American workers went out on 3,600 strikes in 1919. In February alone there were three major strikes with radical overtones—in Lawrence, Massachusetts; Butte, Montana; and Seattle, Washington.

For years employers had appealed for government and public support in labor disputes by charging that workers were not simply seeking economic advantages but were instead out to destroy the basic economic institutions of society. The mainstream unions learned to defend themselves against this charge of radicalism (which was often a pretext for government intervention in strikes) by explicitly rejecting any goals except economic ones: “Pure and simple unionism” had become the formula for survival of Samuel Gompers and the moderate unions of the American Federation of Labor (AFL). When radical unions like the IWW struck for avowedly political goals, the mainstream unions joined business and government in attacking them. The Wobblies’s doctrine that “every strike is a small revolution and a dress rehearsal for the big one,” was precisely the argument labor’s enemies used when they called on the government to suppress strikes. By 1919, the nonradical labor union movement had essentially conceded antiunion forces their essential premise: that any demands beyond improvements in wages and hours were illegitimate, even criminal. “For wages or for bolshevism” was the test strikes had to pass.

The Seattle general strike seemed to be for bolshevism. It began with a walkout of 35,000 shipyard workers on January 21, 1919; it spread when the Seattle Central Labor Council voted to shut down the city to support the shipyard workers. The conservative press, seeing the general strike as the beginning of a revolution, ran headlines that screamed: REDS DIRECTING SEATTLE STRIKE—TO TEST CHANCE FOR REVOLUTION. On February 6, 60,000 more workers joined the walkout, closing schools, public transportation, businesses, and stores. Mayor Ole Hanson said that the general strike was an act of war by radicals who “want to take possession of our American Government and try to duplicate the anarchy of Russia.” Hanson got federal troops from a nearby army base and, riding in a flag-draped auto, led the march into the city himself. With soldiers to back him up, he told the strikers to resume work or have the soldiers take their jobs. The strikers were now under fierce attack from their own national unions for abandoning pure and simple unionism, and after only four days gave up and called off the strike. Hanson’s role in crushing the strike made him a national hero, perhaps giving Hoover and Palmer an idea of what could be gained from militant anticommunism in the crisis atmosphere of the times. Meanwhile, Hanson turned his reputation into cash by resigning and taking to the lecture circuit.4

The Seattle general strike raised suspicions that there was a Red flag hidden behind every picket sign. Since there were 175 strikes in the U.S. in March 1919, 248 in April, 388 in May, 303 in June, 360 in July, and 373 in August, that was a fearsome prospect. The wartime assumption that strikes were unpatriotic, even pro-German now shifted to the view that they were pro-Soviet, and so still quasi-treasonous. Hoover would have heard politicians in early 1919 call industrial America a battlefield in an international class war, requiring the continuation of the wartime measures that controlled union activities.

In both Europe and the United States, veterans who felt threatened by revolutionary ideology organized themselves to defend against the revolution. The most violent was the German Freikorps, which put down the German revolution and killed Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. In the U.S., the leaders and members of the wartime American Protective League, disbanded after the armistice by order of the Justice Department, begged to be allowed to regroup to oppose bolshevism and, in isolated instances, this offer was informally accepted. In an uncomfortably close parallel to the Freikorps, the American Legion was founded on May 5, 1919; one of its avowed purposes was to aid the government in the fight against communism. In November 1919, there was a pitched battle between members of the IWW and the American Legion in Centralia, Washington, in which one of the IWW members, Wesley Everest, himself a World War I veteran, was castrated, hanged, and shot to death by a mob of Legionnaires.5

While Hoover sat on the sidelines in the Alien Enemy Bureau, newspapers claimed there was an international radical plot to assassinate world leaders. Those rumors seemed to have been proved true when a bomb was delivered to the home of Ole Hanson on April 28, 1919. (It was detected and disarmed.) The next day, another bomb blew off the hands of a maid at the Atlanta home of former U.S. Senator Thomas Hardwick. Over the next few days, thirty-four more bombs were discovered and intercepted before reaching their intended victims, public figures such as Frederick C. Howe (the commissioner of immigration at Ellis Island), Senator Lee Overman (who had chaired a sensational senatorial hearing on Bolshevism), Supreme Court Associate Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., Postmaster General Albert Burlson, and Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis (who had sentenced Victor Berger and Big Bill Haywood). Others were sent to Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer, Secretary of Labor William Wilson, John D. Rockefeller, and J. P. Morgan.6

The April bombs were sent to both friends and foes of immigrants and radicals, but few at the time doubted the senders were radicals celebrating a slightly premature May Day, marked that year by Redflag parades, riots in scores of American cities, and mob assaults on Socialist party headquarters. Years later, when the Red Scare had run its course, there were suspicions that the bombers may not have been radicals after all, but right-wing provocateurs hoping to touch off violence against radicals.7

The unrest of 1919 might not have led to such insistent calls for action against radicals if the public were not already so predisposed. This prejudice had been greatly intensified during the war by Justice Department prosecution of radicals under the Espionage and Sedition acts, which branded anyone who opposed the war as “pro-German.” Nearly all of the country’s ethnic, religious, and cultural minorities had embraced the war as a way into the American mainstream, so when radicals conspicuously rejected the call for national unity it set them apart from and against the rest. During the period of Hoover’s wartime service in the Justice Department, the belief spread among self-consciously patriotic Americans that radicals, anarchists, Communists, and Socialists were all un-American, unpatriotic, and even treasonous.8

As soon as the war was over, conservatives demanded radicals be held accountable for their wartime disloyalty. The process was begun, almost inadvertently, by Alien Property Administrator A. Mitchell Palmer, Hoover’s future chief at the Justice Department. In 1918, Palmer charged that Senator Boies Penrose, a political enemy from his home state of Pennsylvania, had accepted political contributions from the brewing industry. Palmer claimed that since the brewing industry was pro-German and disloyal, Penrose was disloyal for accepting its money.

A subcommittee of the Judiciary Committee headed by Senator Lee Slater Overman was appointed to investigate Palmer’s charges. The Overman Committee soon broadened its investigation into the general phenomenon of “pro-Germanism.”9 Bureau of Investigation Director Bruce Bielaski helpfully informed the committee that his men had made an extensive study of the subject and had concluded that pro-Germanism was sweeping America like an epidemic (based on the assumption that anyone who opposed Wilson’s neutrality or war policies was a German sympathizer). The Overman Committee made itself a forum for irresponsible charges against prominent professors, journalists, and government officials whose real offenses were unorthodox political opinions, but the committee was discredited when many of the victims easily refuted the unsubstantiated charges. The armistice of November 11 seemed to cancel the committee’s mandate, and, embarrassed by the pro-German fiasco, most of the members were content to go quietly out of business.

At this point, one of the committee’s witnesses, New York lawyer Archibald E. Stevenson, showed the senators a way to shift from flogging the dead horse of pro-Germanism to tormenting the increasingly lively Bolsheviks. During the war, Stevenson had chaired the Mayor’s Committee on Aliens in New York and had worked for the Justice Department as a special agent investigating enemy propaganda. After the war, he had made a study of radical aliens for New York’s Union League. On January 22, 1919, he informed the Overman Committee that bolshevism “is the result of German propaganda” and that “German socialism… is the father of the Bolsheviki movement in Russia, and consequently the radical movement which we have in this country today has its origin in Germany.” By linking antiradical sentiment to the hatred of Germans, Stevenson’s testimony gave the Overman Committee a reason to request a new mandate from the Senate to investigate American radicalism. The hearings on bolshevism began on February 11, 1919, and lasted until March 10, capitalizing on the panic generated by the Seattle general strike. The senators grilled radicals like John Reed and his wife, Louise Bryant, gathered estimates from White Russian refugees on the number of American troops needed to overthrow the Soviet regime (50,000 was not an untypical guess), and listened to lurid accounts of Bolshevik atrocities.10

Stevenson’s testimony was a recapitulation of everything conservative Americans believed about radicals: Reds were dangerous trouble-makers; they subscribed to unpatriotic and irreligious ideas; and they could not be trusted around decent women. They were almost always aliens; if they were Americans, they belonged to an effete class that had abandoned true Americanism for European decadence. What was new in Stevenson’s story was his description of Russian bolshevism as a malevolent force that unified (and controlled) radicals everywhere. “So long as the Bolsheviki control and dominate the millions of Europe, so long… [they will] be a constant menace and encouragement to the radical and dissatisfied elements in this country.” The committee listened to proposals for new laws, such as “no person should enter this country unless he is a white man—and Anglo-Saxon—for the next 10 years,” that “bars should be put up to exclude seditious literature,” and that “American citizens who advocate revolution should be punished under a law drawn for that purpose.”11

The Overman Committee thesis that bolshevism was pro-Germanism simply confirmed what many already believed. When the Bolsheviks had pulled Russia out of the war in March 1918, freeing Germany from the necessity of fighting a two-front war, many Americans had been convinced that the Bolsheviks were allies of the Germans, in effect if not in intent. By the crude logic of wartime patriotism, this meant that anyone who sympathized with the Bolsheviks should be regarded as a German sympathizer as well. This was devastating to the public image of the American radical movement, because enthusiasm for the Bolshevik revolution united almost all American leftists in 1918 and 1919. Eugene Debs, the most prominent Socialist in the country, proclaimed that “from the crown of my head to the soles of my feet I am Bolshevik, and proud of it.”12

After the armistice, the government continued to press for punishment of radicals convicted under wartime statutes, and even initiated new prosecutions. In January 1919, Victor Berger, the former Socialist congressman from Wisconsin, was convicted under the Espionage Act. Eugene Debs, convicted under the same act on March 10, 1919, exhausted all avenues of appeal when his case was rejected by the Supreme Court, and he entered prison two weeks later. These cases had to have reinforced Hoover’s assumption that radicals were criminals and traitors.13

State and local loyalty crusades also contributed to the sense of crisis to which Hoover and Palmer responded in 1919. The New York State Assembly had ordered an investigation of radicalism in response to Archibald Stevenson’s Union League report of March 13, which was filled with wild allegations that such prominent New York liberals as social workers Jane Addams and Lillian Wald, historian Charles Beard, editor Oswald Garrison Villard and Ellis Island Commissioner Frederick Howe were covert radicals.14 This was the notorious Lusk Committee, chaired by State Senator Clayton R. Lusk, with Stevenson its chief counsel.

The Lusk Committee began its hearings on March 26, 1919, and provided more headlines about the radical threat. Throughout the spring and summer of 1919, the Luskers hammered away at the idea that radicals were disloyal and dangerous, and that the strikes and bombings of that year were actually the beginning of the Bolshevik revolution in America.



On the evening of June 2, a month after the May Day bombs, a blast destroyed the front of Attorney General Palmer’s home in northwest Washington. The explosion killed the bomb-thrower, and in the grisly debris was found a leaflet threatening violence against the “capitalist class”; it was signed “the Anarchist Fighters.” Neither Palmer nor his family were injured, but according to Palmer’s neighbor, Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt, the attorney general was so rattled that he reverted to his Quaker childhood usage of “thees” and “thous.” It was this blast, never solved, that provoked the Justice Department’s 1919 drive against radicals, and launched the FBI career of J. Edgar Hoover.15

The dust had hardly settled when Palmer recruited Francis P. Garvan, his old chief investigator from the Alien Property Bureau, and William J. Flynn, the former head of the Secret Service and a renowned private investigator, to help plan a Justice Department response to the bombing. On June 4, he announced he had appointed Garvan as his assistant attorney general to deal with the radical threat. He made Flynn the director of the Bureau of Investigation, and appointed Frank Burke, who has been head of the Secret Service’s New York branch and also of its Russian division, as Flynn’s assistant director, with the title “chief.” (Titles of the Bureau’s top ranks were now being regularized; the head of the Bureau, heretofore sometimes called “director” and sometimes “chief,” was now designated as the “director,” while his second-in-command was known as “assistant director and chief.”)16

With these men as his advisors, Palmer began drawing up plans for an all-out attack on radicalism. He asked Congress for an additional appropriation to investigate radicals, claiming he had certain information that there was soon to be an “attempt to rise up and destroy the government at one fell swoop.” At an all-day meeting on June 17, the Justice Department decided on its strategy: a mass roundup and deportation of alien radicals.17

Hoover probably attended this June 17 meeting, and it was either then or shortly thereafter that Palmer and his advisors decided to put Hoover in charge of the drive. On July 1, Palmer promoted Hoover to the rank of special assistant to the attorney general, reporting to Garvan; the promotion was accompanied by a raise in salary, from $1,800 to $3,000. (By way of comparison, the director of the Bureau of Investigation, William Flynn, was earning $7,500 a year, while Chief Burke’s salary was $4,000.) Shortly thereafter, Hoover’s name appeared for the first time in the table of organization of the Bureau of Investigation.18

At the time Palmer promoted him, Hoover was, in effect, hanging onto his job by virtue of John Lord O’Brian’s recommendation to Palmer (probably in March or April). According to O’Brian, “at the end of the war, at the time of the Armistice, [Hoover] told me he would like to continue in the permanent side of the Department of Justice, and I took that up personally with the new Attorney General, A. Mitchell Palmer.”19 O’Brian’s recommendation would still have been fresh in Palmer’s mind when the bomb went off and he needed the help of someone who knew something about aliens.

O’Brian’s recommendation might have impressed Palmer for personal reasons. Despite the many differences between the two men (Palmer was a power within the national Democratic party; O’Brian an influential Republican), they had many friends in common. Palmer was closely associated with J. Harry Covington and Edward B. Burling, who later founded the powerful Washington law firm of Covington and Burling. These two men were friends of Hoover’s uncle, Judge William Hitz; it was Hitz, at one of his Cosmos Club luncheons, who introduced his friend O’Brian to Covington and Burling, whose law firm O’Brian joined much later in 1944. It is quite likely, therefore, that when O’Brian mentioned Hoover to Palmer he would also have mentioned that Hoover was related to Judge Hitz, a friend of Covington’s.20

Hoover’s most valuable credential for his new job was his wartime experience dealing with undesirable aliens. With the departure of Gregory and O’Brian, Hoover was, despite his youth, the Justice Department’s resident alien expert. He was the only man in the Justice Department who had experience in working with the Labor Department’s Immigration Bureau to use deportation statutes as a way of dealing expeditiously and extrajudicially with aliens. (The Washington staffs of the Labor Department’s Immigration Bureau and the Justice Department’s Alien Enemy Bureau had been practically merged during the war.) When it became necessary to reestablish relations with the Labor Department in order to conduct a large-scale operation against aliens, Hoover was the logical, indeed the only available, choice for the job.

Hoover’s enthusiasm for tracking down foreigners, fueled by the suspicion of aliens nurtured in his youth, may have become known throughout the department. This is what John Lord O’Brian may have meant when, on the day of Hoover’s death, he said that Hoover had always had an “active interest in alien activities.” Hoover joined the Masons around this time, and that may also have been connected to his attitudes toward immigrants; World War I had been a watershed in the history of Freemasonry, when it became active in nativist politics, and many lodges became involved in the campaign against radicalism and for immigration restrictions. (In joining the Masons, however, it is possible that Hoover was simply following the lead of his brother, Dick, who was an avid member.)21

Hoover’s youth (he was just twenty-four in the spring of 1919), may actually have been one more reason Palmer chose him to direct the anti-Communist campaign. While Palmer was personally religious and publicly moralistic, he was politically corrupt—a type not infrequently attracted by the ruthlessness and recklessness of young, clean-cut subordinates—with a lifelong suspicion of foreigners and radicals.22 He was avaricious and up to his elbows in political profiteering. His Alien Property Bureau was a conduit for transferring German wealth to his political allies in the Democratic party. By 1919, Palmer had few scruples or fixed political beliefs. He wanted desperately to win the 1920 Democratic nomination for president, which he felt was almost within his grasp. He was willing to do anything to achieve this end, and he may have seen in Hoover an aggressive, self-confident young operative who would give him the issue he needed to become president.

With his straitlaced morality, his energy, intelligence, and his complete lack of self-doubt, Hoover was the very model of the young middle-class crusader, obsessed with the crimes and failings of the lower orders, and suspicious of those in the upper classes who pampered them. This combination of youth, intelligence, and energy might have been attractive to Palmer, whose own capacity for hard work and concentrated thought was limited. (He was prone to nervous collapse in times of stress.)

Not only did Hoover have enormous energy and ambition, but he had a dauntless confidence in his organizational and leadership abilities based on his experience in the Alien Enemy Bureau and his earlier successes at Central High. He carried with him a sense of self-assurance that came from membership in a local elite, accompanied, perhaps, by a resentment of both the undeserving lower orders and the idle rich, whose solicitude for those below them mocked middle-class ambitions and respectability. Hoover’s commitment to a government career, at a time when able lawyers in the department were eager to leave and resume their peacetime legal practice, also made him stand out from his competitors in the department, who, by self-selection, would not have been the most ambitious and energetic members of the profession.

Hoover probably would have had a successful career no matter what the circumstances, but the unsettled state of public opinion, the radical movement’s uncontrollable and uncontrolled sense of imminent triumph, the spectacular bombings directed against the attorney general and other prominent officials, created an opportunity for which he was perfectly suited by background, experience, and personality. Perhaps every great career depends on an improbable run of good fortune. At this critical moment in his life, Hoover had the luck to be at the right place, at the right time, with the right aptitudes, credentials, and confidence.



Once Hoover was installed at the head of the Justice Department’s antiradical campaign, Palmer turned to other pressing concerns. Inflation had surged after the armistice and the public demanded government action. Palmer and the Justice Department had the hapless job of policing regulations against the “high cost of living,” as well as settling disruptive strikes in basic industries. Toward the end of the year, Palmer’s heavy work load, and the probability that President Wilson’s stroke made Palmer the leading contender for the 1920 Democratic presidential nomination, reduced him to a state of nervous prostration. His doctors described his condition only in the guarded euphemisms of the day, and sent him away for several weeks of vacation. Hoover found himself left to his own devices during the height of the department’s preparations for its antiradical drive.23

Except for the decision to restrict the anti-Communist drive to aliens—a policy with which he was unlikely to quarrel since his reputation as an alien expert had gotten him the job—Hoover was in complete charge of planning the attack on radicalism during the summer and fall of 1919. He selected the targets of the antiradical campaign, both individuals (Emma Goldman, Alexander Berkman, and Ludwig Martens) and groups (the Union of Russian Workers, the Communist party, and the Communist Labor party). He wrote the briefs that justified the deportations, and personally presented the government’s case at the deportation hearings. He organized the Radical Division’s research facilities, hired its experts and translators, and directed the Bureau of Investigation in beginning the files on the Communist movement that have been the foundation of the FBI’s domestic security apparatus to the present day.

In terms of his career and the future of the FBI, the most important thing Hoover did during that summer of 1919 was to immerse himself in the words and ideas of the Communist movement as it went through the most dynamic and self-confident period in its history. Hoover’s research during his hectic first months as head of the Radical Division, cutting out and pasting together hair-raising passages from Communist journals, manifestos, and propaganda, gave him fixed convictions about the nature and intentions of Communists that supported his anti-Communist fervor the rest of his life.

Hoover’s first task was to organize the Radical Division, which he would direct until his appointment as head of the Bureau of Investigation in 1924.24 The Radical Division (Hoover would rename it the General Intelligence Division, or GID, in 1920) was primarily a research operation, the kind of work that appealed to Hoover and for which his experiences at the Library of Congress and the Alien Enemy Bureau had prepared him. Initially, Hoover’s salary as special assistant to the attorney general showed that he ranked third in the Bureau, behind Director Flynn and Assistant Director Burke, but within a year he would be making $4,500 a year—still with the same title—which put his salary higher than the assistant director’s (still $4,000). In terms of salary, then, he would in effect be the second-ranking official in the Bureau of Investigation at the age of twenty-five, earning almost as much as Director Flynn, who was one of the best-known detectives in the country.
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