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INTRODUCTION


In 1959, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover arrived at a government screening room to watch the story of his life. At the age of sixty-four, he had long ago gone thick around the middle (though FBI weight codes forbade his employees from doing the same). The press said he looked like a bulldog—squat frame, bulging wide-set eyes, fearsome jowls—but this had not always been the case. Thirty-five years earlier, when he became director of the FBI, he had been the trim, dazzling wunderkind of the administrative state, buzzing with physical energy and big ideas for reform. At the time, the Bureau of Investigation had been a law enforcement backwater, riddled with scandal and failure and controversy. In the three and a half decades that followed, Hoover rebuilt it and then rebuilt it again, according to his own priorities and in his own image.


Some found the result frightening to behold—a political surveillance force without precedent in American life. Hoover always insisted that his creation was thoroughly American. Born and bred in Washington, D.C., he believed in the power of the federal government to do great things and fight great battles on behalf of the nation’s citizens. He also believed that there were certain groups—communists and racial minorities, above all—who threatened that project. His career reflected both themes: a faith in progressive, expert-driven government and a commitment to an avenging social conservatism. His genius came in amassing enough power to promote and enforce those ideas as he saw fit.


Now he had a chance to discover what Hollywood thought of it all. The FBI Story followed the life of an organization rather than a man. But as everyone knew, Hoover was the FBI, its driving force and animating spirit. The film starred Jimmy Stewart as FBI agent Chip Hardesty, the embodiment of all that Hoover wanted his employees to be. Since taking over the Bureau in 1924, Hoover had cultivated a particular type of man as his ideal agent: tall, white, conservative, athletic, always in a dark suit and spit-shined shoes, either a lawyer or an accountant by training. In the 1930s, the newspapers had started describing this figure as a G-Man—or “Government Man”—the front-line soldier in the country’s War on Crime. As one of the federal government’s longest-serving and most prominent officials, Hoover became known as the ultimate G-Man, a political legend whose life and career were inextricable from the growth of federal bureaus and agencies and departments, and from the fraught public debate over how they were supposed to use their powers.


Colleagues liked to say Hoover was “married” to his Bureau, a policeman with neither time nor inclination for anything beyond the job. This was not quite true. If he was married to anyone, it was to Clyde Tolson, his famously loyal associate director. Tolson had joined the Bureau in the late 1920s, when Hoover was still working out his law enforcement vision. Since then, Tolson had been a model employee, but he had become something more as well. Where Hoover went, Tolson went too: not only to the office, but to the nightclub and the racetrack, on vacations and out for weeknight dinners, to family events and White House receptions. They were, in essence, a couple, though almost nobody—especially Hoover—referred to them that way.


Tolson attended the screening with Hoover. He also appeared with Hoover for a brief cameo in the film: Hoover seated at his mahogany desk, poring over serious investigative papers, with Tolson standing to his right. The rest of the film tracked Stewart’s character but the stories were all Hoover’s, the greatest hits of his three-decades-plus career. As Agent Hardesty, Stewart solved the gruesome Osage Indian murders of the mid-1920s. From there, the film broadened out into the kidnappings and gangster shoot-outs of the 1930s, the German sabotage and espionage cases of the war years, and, most recently, the FBI’s investigations of communists. Those cases, along with the Bureau’s attendant public relations campaigns, had made Hoover into one of the most widely admired men in American politics, championed by Republicans and Democrats, conservatives and liberals alike. They had also earned him a small but incisive group of critics, who warned that his methods and thirst for power endangered American democracy.


The FBI Story director Mervyn LeRoy counted himself among Hoover’s admirers. He had allowed Hoover to review and approve the film’s script. Still, he confessed to being nervous about what the FBI director would think. If Hoover was most famous as a lawman, he was also known as a ruthless political warrior, unyielding to those who criticized him or tarnished his Bureau’s reputation. To LeRoy’s relief, Hoover looked pleased as the lights came up. “Mervyn, that’s one of the greatest jobs I’ve ever seen,” he declared after two and a half hours of watching his life story unfold. One aide thought he saw tears in Hoover’s eyes, the first time he had ever seen the indomitable FBI director show a human side.1





IF HOOVER HAD DECIDED TO step down at that moment in 1959, after thirty-five years at the FBI’s helm, we might remember him differently: as a popular and well-respected government official, often cruel and controversial but a hero to more Americans than not. Instead, he stayed on through the 1960s and emerged as one of history’s great villains, perhaps the most universally reviled American political figure of the twentieth century. His abuses and excesses, from the secret manipulations of COINTELPRO to his deep-seated racism, offer a troubling case study in unaccountable government power.


G-Man is the first major biography of Hoover to be published in nearly three decades. One of its goals is to document those abuses and then some, drawing upon recently released files to show how Hoover rose to power and then stayed there, decade after decade, using the tools of the administrative state to create a personal fiefdom unrivaled in U.S. history. But Hoover was more than a one-dimensional tyrant and backroom schemer who strong-armed the rest of the country into submission. As FBI director from 1924 until his death in 1972, he was the most influential federal appointee of the twentieth century, a confidant, counselor, and adversary to eight U.S. presidents. He also embodied conservative values ranging from anticommunism to white supremacy to a crusading and politicized interpretation of Christianity. Far from making him a public scourge, these two aspects of his life garnered him the admiration of millions of Americans, including many of the country’s leading politicians, for most of his career.2


Hoover’s network of supporters began at the very top, with the eight presidents—four Republicans, four Democrats—who kept him in office and then hoped that he would do their bidding. They did not always agree with his methods and ideas. But they relied on him, respected him, and, in most cases, feared him. The presidents who did the most to empower Hoover were the two great liberal titans of the twentieth century: Franklin Roosevelt and Lyndon Johnson. Hoover’s closest friend among the eight was Richard Nixon, an ally and fellow anticommunist warrior of more than three decades’ standing. Popular legend suggests that Hoover held on to power as long as he did through blackmail and intimidation—and it is true that he was skilled in such arts. But no public servant could survive for forty-eight years without support from both above and below. The truth is that Hoover stayed in office for so long because many people, from the highest reaches of government down to the grassroots, wanted him there and supported what he was doing.


After more than a decade of study, I do not count myself among Hoover’s admirers. But this book is less about judging him than about understanding him—and thus understanding ourselves and our national political past. As a biographer, I have tried to keep Hoover’s humanity in view (a consideration he did not always extend to others). I have also tried to avoid slipping into timeworn stereotypes of him as a single-minded Machiavellian operator—or, worse yet, as an unblemished national hero. Over the course of his forty-eight years as FBI director, Hoover got to know nearly everyone who mattered in Washington and helped to influence an astonishing range of national events, from the New Deal “War on Crime” on up through World War II, McCarthyism, the Rosenberg and Hiss cases, the Kennedy and King assassinations, the civil rights and anti-war struggles, and the political machinations that led to Watergate. G-Man places Hoover back where he once stood in American political history—not at the fringes, but at the center.


The pages that follow use Hoover’s story to explain the trajectories of governance, policing, race, ideology, political culture, and federal power as they evolved over the course of the twentieth century. In particular, the book situates Hoover within two political traditions now often seen to be at odds. As an appointed civil servant, Hoover championed professionalism, scientific authority, and apolitical expertise. At the same time, he saw himself as part of a vanguard force protecting key conservative principles. Today, when the Republican Party regularly denounces both federal authority and nonpartisan expertise, it can be hard to imagine these ideas fitting together. But Hoover made it work for almost half a century, a conservative state-builder throughout the heyday of American liberalism.





G-MAN EXPLORES THE FULL SWEEP of Hoover’s life and career, from his birth in 1895 to a modest civil-service family through his death in 1972 as one of the most famous and controversial political men in America. Hoover lived his entire life in Washington, D.C. His biography is also the story of his hometown as it transformed from a sleepy parochial city into a center of global power. Of the many ambitious men who descended on Washington during Hoover’s lifetime—the Wilson-era progressives, the brash New Dealers, the military-industrial architects of the early Cold War—few matched Hoover’s bureaucratic genius and political skill. When Hoover arrived at the Justice Department during World War I, the Bureau of Investigation was a tiny, obscure pseudo-agency, composed of a few dozen detectives chasing a hodgepodge of minor offenders. By the time he died in office, the FBI employed thousands of special agents and presided over investigations of federal crimes including interstate auto theft, kidnapping, bank robbery, and civil rights violations in addition to domestic “subversion” and espionage. During his lifetime, Hoover supervised countless political investigations, criminal inquiries, and counterespionage operations. He also made hundreds of speeches and published hundreds of articles on matters ranging from to law and order to communism to the virtues of the Christian family. We need not admire his agenda or applaud his methods to appreciate the sweeping nature of his influence.


G-Man shows how Hoover built the FBI into one of the most storied institutions in American government. It also seeks to restore the sense of uncertainty, experimentation, and genuine risk that went into that process. Hoover’s popular image suggests that exercising power is a simple task: press a few buttons, whisper in a few ears, twist a few arms, and presto, the world opens up. The truth is that power does not simply arrive. It has to be created, policy by policy, law by law, step by excruciating step.


For Hoover, this happened slowly. His first decade as Bureau chief mostly involved paperwork and internal reforms. Only with the New Deal and its flexing of federal muscle did the FBI begin to resemble the agency we know today. It may seem odd, given Hoover’s legendary contempt for liberals, to think of the FBI as a New Deal initiative. And yet the tools of New Deal liberalism—professionalization, centralization, administrative expansion—are what enabled his rise. Schooled as small-d democrats, Americans tend to narrate our national politics as a series of election cycles. Less often noted, but at least as important, are the stories of appointed officials like Hoover, those unelected (and sometimes unaccountable) bureaucrats who find a path to power outside of electoral processes.


Hoover’s fundamental views changed little over the course of his career—one part high-minded administration, one part narrow-minded reaction. Yet he knew how to be flexible and adapt quickly to changing circumstances. Federal jurisdiction determined which laws he was bound to enforce, but that category shifted constantly, as Congress enacted new legislation and president after president looked to the FBI to carry out new duties. Every few years, Hoover found himself forced to master a new field of law enforcement—kidnapping and bank robbery, foreign espionage, lynching, organized crime, political surveillance, civil and voting rights. Often, he had to do it in just a few months’ time and in the midst of crisis. That he managed such challenges as effectively as he did can be attributed to a surprising degree of nimbleness and creativity, traits not often associated with career bureaucrats, much less with Hoover. It can also be chalked up to self-interest. Above all, Hoover sought to protect his own autonomy and acclaim, judging each new circumstance by what it would or would not do for his career and his Bureau.


As an appointed official, Hoover sometimes found his professional obligations at odds with his personal views. His greatest abuses of power tended to occur in just such situations. When Hoover wanted to target a particular group or individual but did not necessarily have the law on his side, he turned to the tried-and-true method of secrecy. He created COINTELPRO, now the most notorious program of his career, in order to continue attacking the Communist Party once the Supreme Court ruled other techniques unconstitutional. He justified bugging Martin Luther King’s hotel rooms as a vital national-security imperative, though he acknowledged that the FBI would be subjected to ferocious criticism if caught. During Hoover’s lifetime, there were no congressional intelligence committees to hold the Bureau to account. Even his ostensible boss, the attorney general, did not necessarily have access to Bureau files. With good reason, Hoover expected that everything the FBI did would remain secret unless he dictated otherwise. Partly as a result, FBI files are filled with remarkably candid discussions of his strategies, priorities, and prejudices.


If Hoover’s outsize faith in his own judgment often pushed the FBI into questionable and even illegal territory, on occasion it also led him to take enlightened positions and to ally with unlikely bedfellows. During World War II, he opposed Japanese internment on grounds that it was unconstitutional and likely to disrupt the FBI’s home-front policing. He built working relationships with the NAACP and the ACLU, activist organizations whose leaders would later view those collaborations with dismay. During the 1940s, he faced down white Southern opposition in order to investigate racial lynchings, convinced that the FBI’s legitimacy was at stake. In the 1950s, he quietly helped to destroy Senator Joseph McCarthy, whom he viewed as a friend but also as a loose-cannon threat to the anticommunist cause. In the years that followed, he initiated famously vicious campaigns against civil rights and New Left activists, including King. To a lesser degree, he also went after the Ku Klux Klan and white supremacist groups, viewing them as dangerous vigilantes. When Nixon became president, Hoover was thrilled to have a close friend in office but opposed Nixon’s attempts to undermine FBI independence and use its agents as a personal dirty-tricks squad.


While Hoover occasionally made common cause with liberals and civil libertarians, he found his deepest affinities among conservatives, men and women who shared his views on race, religion, and Reds, the three volatile R’s of mid-century politics. Anticommunism defined Hoover’s outlook, the first principle of a worldview that extended from weighty matters of foreign policy and political surveillance down to the advice he regularly doled out to American parents. Seeking to understand the rise of modern conservatism, historians have often emphasized a postwar trajectory leading from William F. Buckley through Republican presidential candidate Barry Goldwater and on up to Ronald Reagan. Hoover’s story suggests a different genealogy: he formed his worldview during the Progressive Era, and changed it little in the ensuing years. His career also underscores the importance of examining those conservatives who exercised real state power throughout the middle of the twentieth century, years supposedly dominated by an entrenched liberal consensus.3


Measured by what he accomplished—not just by what he said—Hoover was among the most powerful conservative political figures of the twentieth century, able to steer the ship of state in his direction even when electoral politics and White House sentiment might have dictated otherwise. He never allied himself with a political party. As a Washington resident, he never even cast a vote. That nonpartisan identity helped him to survive in office as other Washington power brokers fell by the wayside. It also gave him a platform from which to opine as a seemingly objective expert about those groups and individuals he deemed to be dangerous to the country at large. Most of those groups came from the left—not just the Communist Party but also the full array of civil rights, anti-war, New Left, labor, gay rights, and socialist organizations that sprang up over the course of his career to challenge the status quo. But Hoover was never entirely comfortable with his far-right supporters either, viewing many of them as irresponsible conspiracy theorists who detracted from rather than reinforced FBI authority. In choosing which groups to disrupt and which to ignore, Hoover altered the trajectory of American history, turning the FBI into an enforcement arm for his personal vision of national virtue.


How he balanced the competing priorities of his job changed over the course of his half century in office. Hoover came to government work in the chaos of World War I and the first Red Scare, trained early on in the art of political surveillance. When the public turned against such activities, he refashioned himself as a good-government reformer and devotee of civil liberties, dominant features of his image well into the 1940s. Hoover built the FBI while insisting that he opposed the creation of a national police force, positioning himself as a champion of local law enforcement. Once the FBI was firmly established, he turned back to the themes of his early years, proclaiming his Bureau to be the nation’s great bulwark against communism. The 1950s marked the height of Hoover’s popularity. That decade was also the period in which his institutional and ideological agendas most closely aligned. During the 1960s, the FBI slipped into crisis, as Hoover increasingly abandoned the professional, apolitical ethos supposedly at the heart of Bureau operations in favor of crusades against his political and ideological enemies.


Hoover’s determination to forge his own path through American politics does not mean that he ignored popular sentiment; far from it. No modern official better understood how crucial public opinion was to the accomplishment of bureaucratic goals—and to the legitimacy of federal power. As early as the 1930s, polls ranked Hoover as one of the most admired men in America. Even in the 1960s and early 1970s, by far his most controversial years, he was a consistently popular figure. Some of that popularity rested on his ability to keep secrets, to hide from the public what the FBI was really doing. In many cases, though, Hoover was perfectly open about his opinions and priorities. Though many Americans were shocked to learn about COINTELPRO, it is now clear that Hoover informed Congress, the president, and the attorney general about the program in the late 1950s—and none of them registered any objection. And when he revealed his own biases and agenda to the broader public, Americans by and large approved. After he denounced Martin Luther King in 1964 as the country’s “most notorious liar,” polls showed that 50 percent of Americans supported Hoover, while just 16 percent sided with King. The fact that these two men have since exchanged places in our preferred national narrative should not obscure the less palatable historical realities.4


If there is a tragic element to Hoover’s story, it is that he failed to abide by his own best principles. And his tragedy, in turn, became our own. Hoover did not invent most of the ideas he espoused. But he legitimated them and knew how to put them into action. His emphasis on professionalism and apolitical expertise insulated him from critics who said he was nothing but a far-right ideologue. Conversely, his declamations on the perils of communism, atheism, social disorder, and defiance of the law gave him a passionate grassroots base all but unheard-of among bureaucrats. It was this combination of factors—openness and secrecy, liberalism and conservatism, hard and soft power—that gave Hoover his extraordinary staying power.





ONE CHALLENGE OF WRITING ABOUT a figure like Hoover is the sheer wealth of material: nearly every chapter in this biography could be a book. Indeed, the most famous episodes in the pages that follow—the Palmer Raids, the capture of John Dillinger, Pearl Harbor, the Hiss case, the Rosenberg trial, COINTELPRO, the Kennedy assassination, the Mississippi Burning murders, the FBI’s surveillance of King and the Black Panthers (just to name a few)—have been the subjects of entire literatures in their own right. The FBI produced paper and then more paper, Hoover’s favorite measure of bureaucratic productivity. And Hoover was an obsessive chronicler of his own history, amassing more than two hundred archival boxes of press clippings over his forty-eight years as director.


In researching Hoover’s life, I have examined hundreds of thousands if not millions of pages of records, ranging from FBI case files to Hoover’s childhood diaries to his correspondence with presidents, celebrities, and friends. Along the way, I have benefited enormously from the work of other scholars and journalists, whose research and writing are discussed in a Note on Sources section at the back of the book. G-Man contains a vast array of new archival material; one thrill of working on a subject like the FBI is that never-before-seen archives and files open on a regular basis. Over the past decade, I have filed dozens of Freedom of Information Act requests, yielding thousands of pages of documents never before studied by historians. I have also taken advantage of important files released by the FBI and other government agencies since the early 1990s, when the last major Hoover biographies were published.5


Out of these releases have come many discoveries, archival and interpretive alike. Some pertain to Hoover’s childhood; though he often described an idyllic upbringing, newly available documents show that he grappled with a family legacy of suicide, scandal, mental illness, even violent crime. Others reveal the forces that shaped his early consciousness—most notably, his college membership in Kappa Alpha, a reactionary Southern fraternity that championed racial segregation and Lost Cause culture. Still others offer glimpses into Hoover’s internal life. Understanding his sexuality poses daunting challenges for a biographer—but here, too, new sources (and older sources, now reinterpreted) have helped to make a hidden story more visible. A guarded and secretive man, Hoover could be surprisingly open in correspondence with friends and family. Through these materials, G-Man presents glimpses of his emotional reactions to events ranging from the Kennedy assassination to his own mother’s death. It also offers a reassessment of his relationship with Tolson, by far the most important of his adult life.


When it comes to Hoover’s leadership of the FBI, the new material released, acquired, requested, and discovered since the last major Hoover biographies is nothing short of staggering. Some of it tends to vindicate Hoover, or at least to provide a more accurate understanding of why he behaved as he did. Other new documents show Hoover at his worst, fueled by a toxic blend of defensiveness, racism, and personal rage. Many of my own Freedom of Information Act requests have focused on far-right and white supremacist groups, an area of FBI work far less studied than its repression of the American left. There, it turns out that Hoover did more than he has been given credit for, though not nearly as much as the situation often warranted.


The bulk of Hoover’s energies went into crime fighting, law enforcement, and domestic intelligence, and here there is much new to reveal as well. Chapter 40 takes up one of most oft-cited myths about Hoover—the idea that he denied the existence of organized crime and the Mafia—and shows how the FBI initiated its own secret campaigns against organized crime in the 1950s. Other chapters describe how he developed the FBI’s political surveillance capacities, looking to World War II as well as the postwar Red Scare as crucial years of growth and experimentation.


For better or worse, Hoover had a hand in nearly every event of national significance from the moment he became FBI director in 1924 to the day he died in that post in 1972. His career was made possible not only by his political and bureaucratic genius, but by a transformation in American governance that concentrated power and attention and money at the federal level, and that gave unelected officials like Hoover a critical new role to play. The pages that follow tell that story through the life of a single—and singular—political figure, the twentieth century’s quintessential Government Man. To look at him is also to look at ourselves, at what Americans valued and fought over during those years, what we tolerated and what we refused to see.
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CHAPTER 1 The Oldest Inhabitants (1800–1895)
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Hoover with his parents Annie and Dickerson around 1900. He was born and raised in Washington, D.C. He lived there for the rest of his life.


NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION





When J. Edgar Hoover told the story of his life, he began with a childhood parable. Even as a little boy, he sought out lessons and morals: “1. Eat slowly. 2. Eat regularly. 3. Do not eat between meals,” he wrote in a childhood newspaper, composed at age eleven. As an adult, he tended to describe his early years as a series of edifying adventures, each building upon the last to make him a decent, God-fearing man. He particularly liked the story of his first job, delivering groceries at Washington’s Eastern Market, when he discovered that running faster and working harder than all the other boys meant bigger tips.1


Hoover did work hard as a boy, earning near-perfect grades and a spotless record as a Sunday school teacher. All the same, his childhood—even more than most—was messy and uncertain, shaped by family tragedies that began well before his birth. In 1880, fifteen years before Hoover was born, his maternal grandfather drowned himself in the Anacostia River, leaving behind a note despairing of the “hypocritical and false-swearing people” who had driven him to the act. Four decades later, Hoover’s own father died of “melancholia” and “inanition” (what we today might describe as severe depression), disappearing first into sadness and rage and, later, losing the desire to eat or live. In between, there were other births and deaths, and even a murder scandalous enough to make the front page.2


As an adult, Hoover never spoke publicly of these difficulties. It would have been anathema for him to do so, a confession of pain and weakness from a man who valued certitude and control. There are connections nonetheless: between the emotional chaos of childhood and the emotional challenges of adulthood; between the teenager forced to keep secrets about his father and the government servant for whom secrets became a way of life. As a young man, Hoover was driven to succeed, first as high school valedictorian, then as a law-school standout, and finally in the Justice Department, where he went to work at the age of twenty-two. Some of these early accomplishments flowed from genuine talent and ambition. Even in high school, students knew him as a boy on his way up. But fear and necessity drove him during those years as well, a pressure to earn money and to do all that his father (and his grandfathers before that) had failed to do. By the time he reached his late twenties, he had acquired the two essential elements of his professional outlook: first, a passionate commitment to the idea of nonpartisan, expert-driven career government service; second, a deep-seated conservatism on matters of race, religion, and left-wing threats to the political status quo. These themes would define his career, but as a boy he was still learning, absorbing stern lessons and cautionary tales from his family, schools, and hometown.


The closest Hoover ever came to acknowledging a less than perfect childhood was in 1938, a few months after his mother’s death, when he published an unusually personal article speculating about what might happen “If I Had a Son.” In that article, he noted that boys want to worship their fathers “as head of the house, a repository of all knowledge, the universal provider, the righteous Judge.” Such admiration became impossible when parents relied on “half-truths” to lull their children into a false sense of security. “If I had a son, I’d swear to do one thing: I’d tell him the truth,” Hoover wrote. “No matter how difficult it might be, I’d tell my boy the truth.” The advice is surprising, coming from a man who spent his adult life avoiding the exposure of uncomfortable truths about himself and the institution he created. As a guiding principle for telling his story, though, it seems like a fine place to begin.3





FROM HIS GRANDPARENTS AND GREAT-GRANDPARENTS, men and women he mostly never knew, Hoover inherited two important legacies. The first was a set of roots in the federal city of Washington, D.C., where traditions of government service and social hierarchy existed side by side. The second was a history of violence and breakdown among the family’s men, including the premature deaths of his grandfathers more than a decade before his birth. From his Washington roots he gained both his professional mission and his political worldview. From his family’s difficulties he took a merciless anxiety about the world, and a desire to control what happened around him.


As a clan, the Hoovers seem to have hailed from German stock, but so far back that it hardly mattered. During the eighteenth century, the family lived in Pennsylvania before migrating south to Washington in the early nineteenth century. The city was brand-new in those years, an artificial creation carved from muck and swamp after the states failed to settle on Philadelphia or New York for their national capital. The initial vision had been grandiose: wide avenues and breathtaking public buildings testifying to the promise of the American republic. It lost something in the execution. When the federal government arrived to set up shop in 1800, one congressman pronounced Washington “a city in ruins,” its grand avenues thick with mud and its public buildings little more than clapboard planks nailed up against the cold. Fourteen years later, the British burned the city and local residents started over again. Hoover’s ancestors arrived in the midst of this rebuilding, forever linking the Hoover family to the ups and downs of the federal government.4


Hoover’s great-grandfather William, a butcher, became a true Washington patriarch, fathering eleven children. By the middle of the nineteenth century, those children, and their children’s children, occupied a dusty stretch of Sixth Street between M and N Streets, near what was then the outer perimeter of habitation. The Hoovers were a close-knit, well-established Washington family, if just outside the downtown corridors of power.5


Some of the early family men were slave owners, though of a distinctly Washington sort. To the north and south, Maryland and Virginia maintained flourishing plantation economies, and thus large concentrations of men and women held in bondage. In Washington, a political and commercial city, even prominent slaveholders claimed at best a handful of enslaved persons. One early Hoover claimed ownership over two human beings: a boy under fourteen and a slightly older woman, who presumably provided household help. Hoover’s paternal great-grandfather, Dickerson Naylor, owned at least one enslaved person, freed only with the abolition of slavery in the district in 1862. Antebellum Washington was a Southern town, committed to the practice of slavery and to the racial order it entailed.6


This Southern legacy would become an important part of Hoover’s upbringing and worldview. And yet there was another side to Washington’s racial history and this, too, shaped Hoover’s family inheritance. As a federal city in the midst of the plantation South, antebellum Washington often served as a refuge for Black men and women. Long-standing rumors suggest that at least one of Hoover’s ancestors hailed from this population. For decades after his appointment as FBI director, there were rumors that Hoover came from a “passing” family—that he was, under the one-drop rule governing racial classifications, actually Black. Circumstantial evidence makes the idea plausible: Hoover’s family lived in a multiracial city and engaged in the sorts of work often performed by Black men and women. Still, census and genealogical documents suggest that the Hoovers were mostly what they said they were: a tight-knit clan of small shopkeepers and tradesmen, among the oldest white families in the city.7


From the outside, visiting writers often mocked nineteenth-century Washington as a backwater—a “City of Magnificent Intentions” dismally lacking in worthwhile “houses, roads, and inhabitants,” in the words of Charles Dickens. Families like the Hoovers thought differently, and they organized a distinct local culture to prove it. The most committed of them joined the Association of the Oldest Inhabitants of the District of Columbia, open only to families present long before Washington became a center of national power. But for all the insistence upon the distinction between locals and politicians, between residents and government transients, nobody lived in Washington for long without being drawn into the federal orbit. The Hoovers were no exception. Around 1853, Hoover’s great-grandfather took a job as a messenger for the post office, among the lowest rungs of the federal hierarchy. That same year, his grandfather, John Thomas Hoover, signed on as a clerk with the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey, the first scientific agency to be endorsed and funded by the federal government. Between them, they began a family tradition of government service that would continue almost unbroken for the next 120 years.8





OF ALL HIS PATERNAL ANCESTORS, including his own father, Hoover turned out most like his grandfather John Thomas, the man who introduced the family to professional government work. They shared a name: “John Edgar” was, in part, a tribute to John Thomas. But the affinity seems to have gone much deeper, a commonality of ideas, ambition, and temperament that reached across generations. As a young man, John Thomas was relentlessly driven and efficient, determined to secure a foothold in the emerging federal bureaucracy. He was the first family member to show how diligence, organization, and a knack for file keeping could yield a successful government career. Socially, too, he set the template that his grandson would later follow: membership in the Presbyterian Church, along with active participation in the Masonic order and its fraternal Washington networks.


As a boy, John Thomas grew up fast, the oldest of his parents’ eleven children. According to family lore, at age fifteen he turned down offers to attend West Point and the Naval Academy in order to remain in Washington and seek his fortune. Whether or not the story was true, it pointed to something important about Hoover family tradition: staying in Washington was the expected thing. In 1853, at the age of eighteen, John Thomas accepted a clerkship at the Coast Survey, a turning point that brought the Hoover clan into white-collar government employment. Two years later, he married Cecilia Naylor, the daughter of a prosperous grocer and small slaveholder. And two years after that, Cecilia gave birth to Hoover’s father, Dickerson, a thin, gentle boy who would grow up surrounded by boisterous aunts, uncles, and cousins, and who would eventually follow his father into the Coast Survey.9


Congress had created the survey to map the coastline of the Louisiana Purchase. By the time John Thomas went to work there in the 1850s, it had acquired a reputation as one of the few well-established professional agencies in Washington, an early progenitor of the modern civil service. Its chief was Alexander Dallas Bache, a dashing West Point graduate (and great-grandson of Benjamin Franklin) who viewed the survey as a means to promote scientific enterprise using the purse strings of the federal government. Bache was both a visionary and a bureaucrat, an early example of the sort of independent administrator Hoover himself would later become.10


Hoover’s grandfather was unusually close to Bache, something between a personal assistant and surrogate son. John Thomas originally signed on to work in the survey’s computing division, which calculated map coordinates and double-checked the work of human “computers” in the field. Several years into his work, he was promoted to the post of field secretary. In that role, he began to write Bache’s correspondence, plan his schedule, and accompany his boss on official expeditions. This swift rise suggests that John Thomas shared another of his future grandson’s talents: the ability to please older men in positions of power. Bache praised John Thomas for his “zeal and fidelity.”


Coast Survey men shared a distinctive approach. Though they worked for the government, survey employees considered themselves scientific professionals, set apart from the Sturm und Drang of electoral politics. As such, they were among the first bona fide members of the modern administrative state, men who believed that their value lay in expertise and bureaucratic skill rather than in partisan loyalty. But politics had a way of intruding in Washington. When the Civil War broke out in 1861, the survey was put to work building fortifications on League Island near Philadelphia in preparation for a Southern attack that never came. While working on the project, John Thomas contracted tuberculosis, the beginning of a long, slow decline that altered the family’s plans for the future.11


He returned home to Washington to find the city transformed, its slave system shattered, its population doubled, its oldest residents bewildered by the change. He, too, had changed, no longer the energetic, forward-looking man he had once been. After a brief convalescence, he returned to survey work as head of its Division of Charts and Instruments. He survived more than a decade in the post and even recruited his oldest son, Dickerson—Hoover’s father—to join him. The son brought little of the “zeal” and vision that had been the father’s trademark. An early photo of Dickerson shows a sallow man with a receding chin and wide-set eyes, gazing distantly off-camera, hardly the heir to his father’s once-robust energies.12


Dickerson joined the survey in 1876, at the age of twenty. Over the next few years, his father entered a final decline, slowly giving up on church and charitable activities as his lung infection returned. The end came suddenly on May 25, 1878. “Within the fortnight preceding that date he was at the office as usual, efficiently discharging duties to which he had been long accustomed,” recalled a Coast Survey publication. Then his lungs gave out.13


His government obituary mourned the loss of “one of the most useful members of the Coast Survey” at the age of forty-three. It made no mention of his eldest son, Dickerson, just twenty years old and now the head of the family.14





JOHN THOMAS’S PREMATURE DEATH WAS one major rupture in Hoover’s family past—a jarring moment of loss that forever altered his father’s prospects and put the family under deep financial constraints. Another came from his mother’s side and was the more dramatic of the two, not a protracted, helpless decline but a concentrated few years of devastation and betrayal.


Hoover’s mother, Annie, descended from the Hitz line—the most prominent family of nineteenth-century Swiss Washington, several rungs up from the Hoovers on the city’s class ladder. Its local patriarch was John, or Hans, Hitz (another inspiration for Hoover’s first name). Raised as a mining engineer in the meticulous Swiss tradition, Hans had arrived in Washington during the 1830s with his wife, parents, and several children. He worked closely with the Coast Survey but made his real money off of private ventures, managing gold and zinc mines while helping to run an odd assortment of local businesses. In recognition of this success, he earned an appointment as the first Swiss consul general to the United States, the highest post available for a Swiss citizen living in America.15


By today’s standards, being a Washington diplomat in the 1850s was not glamorous. Nor was there much for a Swiss consul to do in a city where foreign-born residents made up just 20 percent of the population, and only a tiny fraction of those foreign-born residents were Swiss. Switzerland itself was a relatively new nation, its central government cobbled together in the wake of the 1848 revolutions that swept through Europe. As its consul general, Hitz was a largely symbolic figure. In local circles, however, he had real status as a civic leader and man of wealth. By the time Hans died in 1864, he had become a significant enough personage to attract the attention of Abraham Lincoln, who allegedly attended his funeral. Lincoln’s Secretary of State, William Seward, also found Hitz a “most estimable and worthy character.”16


The Swiss government soon appointed Hans’s oldest son and namesake, John, as its new consul general. Over the next decade, John carried on his father’s good works, presiding over Swiss cultural festivals, spearheading local efforts to assist the “deserving poor,” even helping to coordinate the creation of a Swiss farming colony in Tennessee. In 1872, he also helped to establish the German-American Bank, devoted to serving the financial needs of Washington’s German-speaking population.17


Thanks to this family lineage, Hoover’s mother, Annie, grew up in relative splendor. Childhood portraits show a plump, rosy-cheeked princess, adorned in velvet, satin, and ribbons, her auburn hair arranged in tidy ringlets. Annie attended a local Catholic high school, then a convent finishing school in Switzerland, both rare privileges in the late nineteenth century. Annie’s father, a machinist and technical draftsman named Jacob Scheitlin, earned far less than his illustrious in-laws, but he managed to provide for his family and to carve out his own place of respect within Washington’s Swiss society.18


In 1878, everything fell apart. The precipitating event was the collapse of John Hitz’s German-American Bank, a family secret so shameful and so well-kept that it has never appeared in any account of Hoover’s past. On October 31, 1878, depositors showed up at the German-American Bank only to find a sign on the front door announcing, “This bank is suspended.” In a time before federal deposit insurance, this news meant that their money was simply gone, squandered on bad debt and poor investments in the midst of a bitter nationwide recession. The bank held the savings of Washington’s German-Swiss community. When it collapsed, so did the networks of kinship, respect, and prosperity that had given the Hitz family its luster.


The months that followed seem to have been a time of soul-searching for the entire family, as they struggled to cope with the practical and personal consequences of the bank collapse. John Hitz came out swinging; his diplomatic status, he argued, ought to prevent him from being prosecuted in American courts. Hoover’s grandfather Jacob proved less resilient, almost certainly among the depositors wiped out that year. In early April 1880, a year and a half after the bank collapse, Jacob went missing. On April 10, a passerby found his body in the Anacostia River, near a spot known as Devil’s Elbow. Jacob had tied himself to a stake so that he would be unable to resist when the tide washed over him—“Suicide by Drowning,” in the words of a local headline.19


Before his death, Jacob composed a note lamenting that his most intimate acquaintances had betrayed him, and that his life had become a failure through no fault of his own. “My wish is that I have Christian burial in some spot, and that after my death I do not come in contact with hypocritical and false-swearing people,” he wrote, perhaps a reference to John Hitz and his fellow bank officials. Like John Thomas Hoover two years earlier, Jacob Scheitlin left behind a wife and three children. His daughter, Annie—Hoover’s mother—had just turned nineteen.20





HOOVER’S PARENTS MET AND MARRIED each other during this period of turmoil, two wounded young people reeling from the collapse of their families. Acquaintances may have puzzled over what drew them together, noting that Annie came from the illustrious Hitz family while Dickerson came from far less. And yet as individuals, more than the sum of their family backgrounds, they had a surprising amount in common, at least in the hazy early months of romance. Their marriage cannot be separated from the context of family loss—for Dickerson, the death of his father; for Annie, the bank collapse and her father’s mental decline. Like Dickerson, Annie found herself left with a grieving mother and two younger siblings to care for. Surely she hoped that her young husband—gainfully employed at the Coast Survey, still mourning his own father—would be a balm and source of stability. But Dickerson had his own demons and, like her father’s, they would only grow more insistent in the years that followed.


First, though, there were the good times. John Hitz’s legal troubles eventually settled down; he resigned as consul general and served only a brief time in jail. During the interim, Annie and Dickerson began their own family. Dickerson Jr., or “Dick,” was born in September 1880, five months after his grandfather’s suicide. Sister Lillian came along two years later. The young couple moved into a modest house just a few hundred feet from where Annie grew up, perhaps hoping to provide ballast for her widowed mother. In 1890, at the age of twenty-nine, Annie gave birth to a third child, a baby girl named Sadie Marguerite, the adored pet of two much older siblings. When Dickerson lost his job at the Coast Survey a few years later, he managed to recover by taking up work at a family-owned shoe shop. The store was nothing glamorous, but it was enough to keep everyone afloat: Dickerson at the shoe shop, Annie caring for the baby, Dick and Lillian at Brent Elementary School, a few blocks away.21


Had events gone differently, Hoover might have been born into this world—a family successfully knit together, its difficult past managed if not forgotten. But the Hoovers were not yet free from family tragedy. During a vacation in Atlantic City in the summer of 1893, three-year-old Sadie Marguerite fell ill with a sore throat and fever. Within a few days, she was dead of diphtheria, one of the most feared childhood diseases of the nineteenth century. The family brought her little body back to Washington. “She is buried,” Hoover noted in an adolescent journal, “in Congressional Graveyard, Wash. D.C.” His own birth came seventeen months later, carrying the promise of a new beginning but also the weight of his family’s history.22










CHAPTER 2 Little Edgar (1895–1905)
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Hoover as a little boy in Washington, D.C. He was the pampered baby of the family. His sister Sadie died as a toddler less than two years before he was born.


NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION





On the same page of the teenage journal where he noted his sister Sadie’s death, Hoover composed an account of his own birth. “On Sunday Jan 1, 1895 at 7:30 A.M. I, Edgar Hoover was born to my father + mother,” he wrote. “The day was cold + snowy but clear. The Doctor was Mallan. I was born at 413 Seward Sq S.E., Wash. DC.” He recorded these details in a brown rectangular notebook, small enough to be tucked away in a front coat pocket. On the cover of the notebook, in careful cursive script, he wrote his name as he then conceived of it: “Mr. Edgar Hoover.” He also marked the cover with one of the words that would later become a hallmark of his career. “PRIVATE,” he wrote in large capital letters, warning off anyone inclined to pry into his teenage affairs.


Inside, there were no great secrets—no confessions of youthful passion, no quiet hopes about what the future might hold for “Mr. Edgar Hoover.” The notebook’s pages mainly contain spare accounts of his family history. This style suggests that certain aspects of the man were already present in the child. Even as a boy, Hoover ordered his world through dates, facts, and figures. But it is worth being cautious about imposing too much of the stern, guarded Bureau director back onto the little boy. Hoover grew up in a home far more loving and less sterile than the one he later created for himself. And he liked to do little boy things, floating along the Tidal Basin in summer, sleighing across the city when there was snow on the ground.1


Despite his parents’ early difficulties, Hoover grew up in a caring household, where he was taught—and came to believe—that great things could happen through hard work and self-discipline. As early as elementary school, he proved to be an ambitious, hardworking child, eager to please his teachers and parents alike. There was some pressure, especially from Annie, but much of it seems to have come from within. Born in the wake of his sister’s death, Hoover tried hard to be the redemptive child, to do things right and replace the child his parents had lost. Though as an adult he insisted that others conform to his ideals, as a boy he sought to be what everyone wanted him to be.





ONE OF THE EARLIEST SURVIVING photos of Hoover comes from the year of his birth, a conventional Victorian portrait of a baby boy seated cheerily on an Oriental chaise longue, his white lace gown hanging down just so, his black leather shoes buffed to a shine. The photo is the work of a professional, and in that sense a testament to his parents’ pride in their new arrival. Despite (or perhaps because of) their grief over Sadie, they cherished the new baby enough to hire a photographer to capture his earliest months. A second photo, commissioned two or three years later, evokes this impression even more powerfully. There, Hoover grasps the scroll of a small ornate bench, a toddler with waxed-down hair neatly parted on the left, dressed in a dark, gold-buttoned suit with a high-necked white collar. He has the hint of a smile on his face, a rarity for the era’s somber portraiture. It is the photo of a well-loved child, of whom much would be expected.2


Hoover was a New Year’s baby, born early on the morning of January 1. The date gave his birthday a charge of significance: New Year’s was a moment of hope and renewal, of casting off old burdens and embracing the new. The city of Washington took this mission seriously, enacting elaborate annual rituals to refresh its democratic energies. Each January 1, the president threw open the doors to the White House for a public reception. Anyone could walk in, shake his hand, and pretend to be part of the governing elite. On the day Hoover was born, Grover Cleveland hosted the “most picturesque gathering” in years, with foreign dignitaries in national regalia lined up alongside local mothers and toddlers awaiting their chance to be ushered in past the Marine Band. Once he was old enough, Hoover liked to join the annual procession. On January 1, 1910, the day he turned fifteen, he waited in line to shake hands with President William Howard Taft (“but was late,” he chastised himself) before heading off to celebrate at a local church reception. The Washington of Hoover’s youth was at once a small town and a seat of federal power.3


The city looked different from the one Hoover’s parents had known as children. In a single generation, a guidebook noted, Washington had expanded from a “shabby, overgrown village” into a first-rate “modern metropolis.” In 1861, the year of Annie’s birth, the city had claimed some seventy-five thousand residents. By the time Hoover was born in 1895, its population had doubled and then almost doubled again, reaching a quarter million people. With this expansion came technological marvels: electric lights and apartment buildings; streetcars and telephones; rolling parks and pillared government buildings. In 1900, when Hoover was five, the city celebrated its one hundredth anniversary with a light show and parade emphasizing the “theme of miraculous change.” And to Hoover’s parents, even his older brother and sister, it was miraculous—change on a scale unthinkable even a few decades earlier. To Hoover, it was all perfectly ordinary, part of his modern childhood world.4


There were other aspects of life in Washington that might have seemed ordinary to a boy of Hoover’s generation but were in fact extraordinary and of surprisingly recent vintage. First among them was the city’s lack of democracy. As residents of a federal district rather than a state, Washingtonians could not vote and claimed no representation in Congress. For a brief time during Reconstruction, however, the city had allowed both Black and white men to cast ballots in municipal elections, a nod to the war’s democratic promise. When the resulting government found itself mired in fiscal challenges, white citizens did what they did throughout the South: they blamed Black voters and officeholders. In 1878, rather than tolerate the discomforts of interracial democracy, Congress did away with all voting—by white and Black men, in federal and local elections. Hoover never saw his parents participate in an election and grew up with the assumption that he himself would never vote. He was taught instead that he was part of a special population: those Americans who made the government run but who stood outside of electoral politics, freed from its turmoil and temptations.5


The man who dominated Washington’s political culture during Hoover’s childhood was nonetheless an elected official: big, boisterous, unpredictable Theodore Roosevelt, the youngest president ever. As New York’s police commissioner, Roosevelt had championed police reform and professionalization, later two of Hoover’s signature issues. In Washington, Roosevelt branched out, first as civil service commissioner, then as a Rough Rider and war booster, then as vice president and finally as president, elevated to the White House by William McKinley’s assassination in 1901. McKinley’s murder set in motion political shifts that would prove critical to Hoover’s career, launching a nationwide panic over political revolutionaries and anarchist radicals. As a six-year-old boy, though, Hoover must have been far more interested in the menagerie of animals that Roosevelt kept at the White House, including a bear, a lizard, a hyena, a blue macaw, guinea pigs, and a pony. The president had six children, from little Quentin, two years younger than Hoover, on up through blustery Alice, two years younger than Hoover’s sister Lillian.6


Hoover paid attention to what went on at the Roosevelt White House. Around age eleven, briefly inspired to mount a childhood newspaper, he wrote an item on Alice’s impending marriage to Speaker of the House Nicholas Longworth. Like his diary entries, the article consisted mainly of dates and details, including a verbatim transcript of the couple’s marriage license. Hoover’s paper also noted the more mundane features of Washington life: retirement parties for government servants; teachers’ bids to increase their wages; receptions sponsored by local civic and church clubs. In southeast Washington, neighborhood news was government news, and government news, in turn, was intimate and local.7





THE HOUSE WHERE HOOVER GREW up was typical of its block, a neat two-story structure with a shaded front porch and a quick run of stairs down to the sidewalk. Dickerson and Annie had purchased the home in 1892, the same year as Sadie Marguerite’s death, perhaps hoping to start anew. The address was 413 C Street SE, just one digit off from Annie’s childhood home at 414, though the numbers made the two places sound closer than they were. In between stood a nice green park, two blocks long and about a block wide—effectively, Hoover’s front yard. In 1903, when Hoover was eight, the city named the park after former secretary of state William Seward. Thus emerged the childhood address listed in Hoover’s notebook: 413 Seward Square.8


By suburban standards, the Hoover household was not quite big enough for three children. On the first floor, the house featured a front parlor and back kitchen, brightened by tall breezy windows that ran nearly floor to ceiling. Upstairs, there were three bedrooms linked by a narrow hallway—one for the parents, and one each for Hoover’s older siblings, Dick and Lillian. Dick was fifteen when Hoover was born, a strapping high school freshman on his way to an impressive run as a football player and class president. Lillian was fourteen and she, too, was in school, laboring toward a career as a public school teacher. As the baby of the family, Hoover slept downstairs in a back room that might otherwise have housed a domestic servant. The Hoover family had daytime help, but could not afford a live-in cook or housekeeper.9


Many of their neighbors lived similarly modest lives, working- and middle-class people who earned their money as clerks, draftsmen, and laborers. Of the eight households on their block, none employed a live-in servant, and most had more than one working family member. Several lacked a father or male head of household. Next door at 411 C Street was a single mother who lived with her adult son, a machinist, and adult daughter, a skilled laborer, along with two teenage sons employed as clerks. On the other side were two middle-aged sisters getting by on schoolteacher wages. Nearly every household on the street offered its own variation: a divorced woman living with her adult children; two sisters and two brothers living in a combined household; a widowed dressmaker and her adult daughter, a clerk. By the standards of their neighborhood, the Hoovers were the exception rather than the rule, one of only two families on the block consisting of a working father and a mother at home raising children.10


Those families were white, privileged occupants of a desirable park block. Step a few feet away, though, and the neighborhood was far more diverse, less a tidy assemblage of the white middle class than a multiracial enclave as yet unsure of its identity or social order. Washington has often been described as a citadel of segregation, with white blocks neatly separated from Black. But segregation was a process rather than a social fact in the late nineteenth century, and during Hoover’s childhood that process was still underway. By the time he was born, the city boasted one of the largest Black populations of any city in the U.S. It also laid claim to many of the nation’s most prominent Black institutions. Hoover’s backyard, where Annie tended her garden, looked out onto Ebenezer Methodist Episcopal Church, one of the oldest Black congregations in the city. And while Washington’s schools and churches tended to be segregated, many other aspects of city life were not. Hoover was born into in a city where Black and white residents sat side by side in libraries and on streetcars, in federal offices and cafeterias (though that would change as he came of age). Far from inhabiting a static white enclave, he began to learn about race in a city where Jim Crow was just becoming the law of the land, and where racial separation was a matter of frequent dispute.11


Seward Square provided Hoover with a choice vantage point from which to view the city’s spectacles as well as its conflicts. From the park, he could look straight up Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol, just a few blocks away. If he turned around, he faced the grungy neighborhood of Pipetown, home to hundreds of sailors from the navy yard. Washington was a construction boomtown during Hoover’s youth, and he saw that, too: the Senate and House office buildings, rising in Beaux Arts magnificence along the flanks of the Capitol; the twenty-three-karat-gold-plated dome of the new Greco-Roman Library of Congress, peeking out above the trees. His neighborhood also contained more boyish delights, including a penny-candy store, a bakery, and an ice cream shop. Hoover took advantage of nearby Eastern Market, the grand bazaar where everyone in southeast Washington, society matrons and servants alike, came to purchase foodstuffs hauled in from the farms of Maryland and Virginia. At the age of twelve, he began to linger outside the market in search of gainful employment. When he saw a customer particularly weighted down with goods—vegetables and game hens, pastries and cheeses—he offered to carry the items home for a small fee.12


His delivery-boy experience became one of his favorite childhood memories, an example of how even a boy born to a government city could showcase the American entrepreneurial spirit. “His first customer paid him ten cents for lugging two well-laden baskets of groceries to her home, nearly a mile away; and by the end of the day he had a handful of nickels and dimes which he had earned,” read an official FBI account of his first job. “After converting a part of his earnings into a dollar bill, he ran home to share the pride of his accomplishment with his mother.” Hoover later claimed that he worked nearly every day after school and from seven a.m. to seven p.m. on Saturdays, seeking to best the other boys. Like many of his memories, this one appears to be exaggerated; his teenage diary shows a more fitful level of activity and inconsistent wages. But the emotional thrust of the tale—his ambition, his devotion to his mother, his neighborhood know-how—rings true enough. From an early age, Hoover was a student of Washington, running errands in its dusty streets.13





AROUND THE HOOVER HOUSEHOLD, IT was Annie, not Dickerson, who set expectations. Some have described her as a “martinet,” a controlling mother whose rigid ways squelched whatever gentleness might have been part of her son’s nature. It is true that Annie liked to keep the house tidy; she was, after all, the granddaughter of the Swiss consul. The characterization nonetheless smacks of a timeworn stereotype, in which assertive mothers have long been dismissed as shrews and nags. To the degree that Annie sought control over her household and children, it may have been because the men in her life proved unreliable—a matter of necessity as much as desire. Her few surviving letters to Hoover are full of affection, addressed to “Dear Little Edgar,” signed “with lots of love + kisses” from “Mama.” So are the notes from his father, written on occasional trips out of town for the Coast Survey. “It makes me somewhat homesick so will write a few lines to you which will bring me closer to home,” Dickerson wrote to his son during one extended journey. Hoover grew up in a loving if troubled household, with parents who did their best.14


Dickerson had been struggling financially when Hoover was born, still trying (but failing) to succeed in the shoe business. Then, in a stroke of fortune that may well have saved the family finances, the Coast Survey’s printing foreman fell ill. In June 1895, after three years of exile, Dickerson returned to the Survey to take over the printing foreman’s position. He held the job for the next twenty-two years, the entirety of Hoover’s childhood. Unlike his own father, John Thomas, who had ventured into the field and suffered for it, Dickerson was rarely required to travel. He mostly spent his days close to home printing maps of the country and its new imperial territories: Hawaii, Guam, Puerto Rico, the Philippines. He was never quite the success at the Coast Survey that his father had been. The most the annual report ever noted was that Dickerson did his job “ably” and performed a “satisfactory amount of work.” The job nonetheless became the family’s financial bedrock. From the age of six months, Hoover grew up in a federal household and relied on a government paycheck.15


His older brother, Dick, initially seemed destined for greater things. Fifteen years old when Hoover was born, Dick was already everything his father was not: motivated, confident, popular. As a teenager, Dick attended Eastern High School, just down the street from the Hoover home, where he led the cadet corps, played quarterback on the championship football team, and won election as the 1899 senior class president. He went to work for the Coast Survey after graduation, spending a summer at a field survey in Havre de Grace, Maryland. But he had bigger dreams—instilled, perhaps, by Annie—and soon left his father’s work behind. Dick lived at home while attending law school at the Columbian University (soon to become the George Washington University), a step up from his parents’ high school educations. While in school he took a job as stenographer for a senator and then for the district’s chief of police, providing his little brother an early contact with the world of crime and law enforcement.16


Dick later recalled pushing Hoover “thousands of miles” in a rickety old baby carriage during these years, a dutiful if reluctant teenager trudging the streets of Capitol Hill. Undoubtedly, though, their sister Lillian did much of the work—perhaps a source of her later estrangement from and resentment of her younger brother. Lillian graduated from high school in 1901, two years behind Dick. Instead of going to university, she enrolled at the Washington Normal School, a two-year training academy for teachers. In 1904, when The Washington Post offered to pay for thirteen local teachers to visit the Saint Louis World’s Fair, she got herself elected as the most popular first-grade teacher in Washington though she had been on the job for only a few months.17


The World’s Fair turned out to be Hoover’s first big trip as well, thanks not to Lillian but to Dickerson, who was sent there by the Coast Survey, most likely as a mapmaker for displays in the U.S. government building. The fair paid tribute to the Louisiana Purchase and to Lewis and Clark, pioneers in the arts of land survey and geodetic mapping. It also featured actual “primitive” peoples from newly acquired U.S. territories such as the Philippines, putting human beings on display both as curiosities and as supposed proof of the superiority of Western civilization. Hoover and Annie took it in, visiting the fair by day and holing up with Dickerson at night. After his wife and son left, Dickerson wrote home to say that he missed the small rituals of their life together. “It is cold here and if you was here that big overcoat would just be right to keep you warm,” he told nine-year-old Hoover. “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 ain’t strong but just let her try to fight you and she will find out.” Dickerson’s letters show certain limits to his schooling, but they also reveal a warm and unmistakable affection for his youngest son.18


Annie’s voice was loving, too, if a bit more prescriptive, inclined toward instruction as well as praise. When Hoover was about ten years old, Annie and Dickerson took a trip to Boston, leaving him behind with his brother and sister. Both parents wrote to “little Edgar” to describe the strangeness of the places they were seeing: the elevated train rushing “right by the window” in New York, the “fairyland” of ritzy Brookline, the ways that Boston was “a big place but not anything like New York… more on the order of Washington.” Annie, though, took care to urge her son to be good and obedient. “Was so glad to hear you were perfect in your spelling and Arithmetic,” she wrote. “Study hard at your lessons and your music, and try to be a very good boy.”19


So he did. At age six, he began attending Brent Elementary, a segregated public school a few blocks east of Seward Square. He took pride in pleasing his teachers, and in fulfilling their expectations of courteous behavior. “Never kept back once,” he later wrote in his “PRIVATE” notebook. “Had a clean character & high standing in every grade.” Even as a child, Hoover had a talent for ingratiating himself with authority figures, happily running errands for his teachers and composing charming notes of appreciation.20


At home, he appears to have been no less cooperative and eager to please. He referred to his parents as “Mamma” and “Papa,” childish names that he preserved until his high school years. For fun, he took shopping trips downtown or to the navy yard, sometimes in Annie’s company. In the backyard garden, he helped to tend the rose beds and to gather late-summer tomatoes. On vacations, he threw himself into family activities. On one memorable trip to the shore, Hoover recalled a grand time battling the Atlantic undertow, attending concerts, and watching “the moon rise out of the water,” content to be in his parents’ company. When big events came to Washington, his parents made a point of taking him to see them. In 1909, Orville and Wilbur Wright staged a series of flight demonstrations in northern Virginia, and Hoover visited three days in a row. “Wright flew to Alexander [sic] and back in 14.20 min,” he noted on the third day. “I first outsider to shake Orville’s hand.”21


All of this was testament to Annie’s and Dickerson’s resilience, their ability to put the difficulties of their early experiences to rest. But history was not done with them, and there were other tragedies in their future.










CHAPTER 3 The Boy Problem (1905–1909)
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Hoover and bicycle, around age ten. He worked as a grocery delivery boy, among other odd jobs. For fun, he preferred indoor pursuits.


COLLECTION OF THE NATIONAL LAW ENFORCEMENT MUSEUM





On October 23, 1905, Hoover’s aunt Mary was shot and killed in a “modest little house” on Ninth Street SE, less than a mile from his childhood home. Mary was the second wife of Rudolph Scheitlin, Annie’s younger brother (and Hoover’s uncle), a man for whom adulthood had proved to be one long string of difficulties. Just a teenager when his father committed suicide, Rudy had spent his adult life wandering and searching—running off to the navy and then returning to get married, only to see his first wife die, another major loss before the age of thirty. On the day Mary was killed, he had been working the day shift at the navy yard in Anacostia. He returned home to find her slumped in the parlor, shot twice in the head by her drunken lover, who then turned the gun on himself. According to news reports, a few days before the murder Rudy had warned the other man “that he would have to cease his visits, and that if he did not I would seek the law to prevent him from coming to my home.” At that point Mary had run off. “That was the last I saw of either of them until I entered the house this afternoon and found both of them dead on the floor,” he told The Washington Post.1


The crime made headlines across the city. “Slayer a Suicide,” the Post announced. “Bodies Found by Husband Who Had Resented Attentions to Wife.” The articles that followed revealed a sordid tale at odds with the Hoover family’s settled life. Mary was an alcoholic—“a good woman, save at those times when she would indulge in liquor,” Rudy insisted. About two years earlier, she had taken up with a “trifling fellow,” an alcoholic barroom singer who worked only occasionally (and then as a bartender). The two “had been intimate for some time,” one article noted, “and this intimacy… caused many quarrels between her and Mr. Scheitlin.” The murder was a vicious surprise but there was a long history of violence, addiction, and adultery behind it.2


For a future lawman like Hoover, this might have made for a convenient origin story, the moment when crime and sin first barreled into his childhood world. He never mentioned it, though, filing it away as a family secret alongside his grandfather’s suicide and, later, his own father’s mental collapse. There are signs that his aunt’s murder affected him nonetheless, the beginning of a reckoning with issues of manhood, crime, and personal virtue that would continue for the rest of his life. In the weeks after the murder, Hoover’s grades dropped. Not long after that, he created his little childhood newspaper, a boy’s imitation of the sensational headlines around him.3


Over the next four years, as he transitioned from childhood into adolescence, Hoover began to think more seriously about matters of life and death, about what might make for a virtuous identity and a secure existence. He also began to struggle for the first time with the pressures of manhood and the social expectations that accompanied it. The early twentieth century was in the throes of what historians have described as a masculinity crisis, a set of deep and pressing cultural anxieties about whether American men would be able to meet the challenges of the modern world. The crisis trickled down to the nation’s boys and adolescents, who found themselves barraged with prescriptions about how to be the right sort of man. At the age of ten, Hoover may have understood his aunt’s murder as a dramatic example of what could happen if he strayed off that righteous path. For decades to come, he would warn about the dangers of women who drank and violated the sanctity of the home, and about the weak men who allowed such activities to occur. It was in early adolescence—in those years after his aunt’s murder—that he began to consider such matters, and to sort out some of his own answers.





AMERICANS IN 1905 HAD LITTLE but contempt for a man like Rudy Scheitlin. According to the era’s conventional wisdom, American men were fast abandoning the Victorian attributes of discipline, duty, and self-restraint in favor of debauchery and self-indulgence. As a result, the nation was awash in lost souls like Rudy, who disappointed their families and generated chaos wherever they went. Reformers agonized over the rise of sedentary desk jobs, the temptations of city life, the decline of frontier conquest—all alleged sources of enervation among American men. They prescribed a variety of solutions, from vigorous daily exercise to spiritual awakening to masculine “rebirth” through military conflict. In particular, they sought to intervene in the lives of adolescent boys like Hoover, to teach them how to be proper men.4


This pressure was acute in Washington, where Theodore Roosevelt set a high bar for what he described as “the strenuous life.” As a child, Roosevelt had been weak and asthmatic, more than once at death’s door. By his own account, he willed himself out of this sickly state into a robust existence filled with hunting, boxing, and “manly vigor.” He urged all boys to do the same, and not just for their own sakes. According to Roosevelt, the nation’s ability to rule its new imperial possessions depended upon cultivating young men who would “not shrink from danger.” So did the future of the white race, allegedly in peril both at home and abroad.5


A raft of books sprang up to explain how boys might live up to the president’s charge. One was The Boy Problem, a psychological exegesis of the need for discipline, self-control, and physical activity among the boys of Hoover’s generation. Published in 1902, The Boy Problem described children as small creatures who needed to be taught how to eat and behave properly, and how to control their wilder selves. Failure to do so could be catastrophic, the book declared, and many new organizations sprang up to ward off this danger. The Boy Scouts, founded in 1910, promised to end “degeneracy” by transforming American boys from “flat-chested cigarette-smokers, with shaky nerves and doubtful vitality” into “robust, manly, self-reliant” men. Boys needed exercise, outdoor activity, camaraderie, and discipline, all agreed, along with a strict set of rules to follow. 6


Hoover absorbed these ideas as he approached adolescence, composing lists of good habits and proverbs to stave off sloth and decline. His homegrown “Weekly Review” featured instructions on how to grow from a selfish, lazy boy into a self-disciplined man. He liked to cite Ben Franklin: “Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation”; “What is worth doing is worth doing well”; “One to-day is worth two tomorrows.” In the surviving issues of the paper, neatly typewritten in blue or black ink, Hoover comes across as a boy trying to become an adult as soon as possible.7


The newspapers document an emerging focus on crime, violence, and death. Perhaps in reaction to his aunt’s murder, eleven-year-old Hoover went out of his way to note all manner of violent occurrences throughout his neighborhood, including heart attacks, suicides, explosions, and even a near miss when his mother’s hair caught fire in the kitchen. He seemed particularly interested in sudden death. “Mr. Jones, the purser of the Anne Arundel, dropped dead on board the boat Tuesday night,” noted one entry. “Fritz Reuter committed suicide in the parlor of his hotel on Monday about 11 o’clock,” read another. The writing shows the peculiar lack of affect that so many people would comment upon later in life; according to “Editor J.E. Hoover,” the people of Washington “dropped dead” or “committed suicide in the parlor” without so much as a fond goodbye. But he also liked jokes and funny little ditties, especially those that seemed to evoke the secret world of adult men. “Keep your eyes wide open before marriage, half shut afterwards,” he instructed his readers, citing Franklin.


The main feature of each paper usually focused on the tale of a great man who had overcome laziness, indifference, or temptation to forge a life of masculine virtue. In one edition, Hoover described an odd incident in which a young Abraham Lincoln allegedly showed up late to court, covered in filth, because he had stopped to rescue a pig stuck in the mud. Another article presented a tribute to George Washington, blaming “George’s cousin, Ike” for the infamous chopping down of the cherry tree (which Hoover worried might actually have been a persimmon tree). Hoover’s reading habits showed a fascination with tales of adventurous men: Robinson Crusoe, James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales, Theodore Roosevelt’s The Winning of the West. His reading reinforced the same message he heard all around him: to become a man, a boy had to show both vigorous physicality and the ability to discipline himself at all moments.8


Hoover had a hard time living up to these prescriptions. On January 1, 1908, near the end of his time at the Brent School, he began to keep a diary, documenting a growing seriousness about his identity as a young man but also a record of some of the ways he fell short. He made note of his physical characteristics: At the age of fourteen, Hoover was just over five feet tall and weighed 88.5 pounds—a skinny, even scrawny boy of below-average height. As a rule, he preferred to be indoors, immersed in books or magazines, or attending to a mysterious duty described as “routine clerical work.” He seems to have been concerned about his health—perhaps a result of his parents’ fear of losing another child, perhaps an inborn aspect of his temperament. He noted various ailments: “Went to bed with grip”; “Cloudy. Sick. Cool. Read magazines.” He also endorsed the prescriptions of the Brent School’s Good Health Club: “Don’t eat adulterated food. Don’t eat too much. Don’t eat between meals. Clean your teeth.” He would maintain these preoccupations—with food and weight, germs and cleanliness—into adulthood, even as he learned, like Teddy Roosevelt before him, how to project “vigor.”9


And when he did encounter sickness or disability, Hoover took pains to hide it. He grew up with a stutter, all too easily classified as a sign of nervousness or lack of verve. There is no evidence that he ever received professional treatment for the problem. Instead, he seems to have overcome the challenge by experimenting with various speech patterns, then practicing hour after hour in front of a mirror. The result was a rapid-fire, clipped speaking style that would emerge as one of the remarked-upon features of his adult bearing. As with many aspects of his early life, Hoover never spoke publicly about his stutter. But his style of speech earned him the nickname “Speed”—and that, too, stuck into adulthood. In later years, he attributed the nickname to his speed in delivering groceries to Washington society ladies, and the press by and large accepted this idea. Born of a childhood struggle, his fast talk became a symbol of efficiency and manly determination, as if he operated at a swifter pace and on a higher plane than everyone else in Washington.10





THERE WAS ANOTHER, MORE POTENT secret that Hoover began to keep as he moved into the complications of adolescence: his father, Dickerson, the man who should have been his role model and guide, was not at all well. Dickerson had never quite fit the mold of the vigorous man. He was too gentle, too content with his modest job at the Coast Survey. But what Hoover witnessed as he moved into his early teenage years was something altogether different, a level of emotional instability and mental anguish that went far beyond a mere personality quirk. Details are hard to come by. “All’s I ever heard was it was probably depression,” one relative recalled. Another thought that Dickerson had “a nervous breakdown,” though precisely why or what sort was never entirely clear. For a boy of Hoover’s temperament and anxieties, the timing could hardly have been worse. As he struggled with what it meant to become a man, his own father was fading.11


The idea of depression as a disease barely existed at the turn of the twentieth century. Instead, most Americans understood the problem as a failure of the will and a dismal reflection on an individual’s character. Popular medical writers often suggested that patients simply buck up. “The lesson to be learned from this is as follows,” read one neurologist’s treatise. “Lead an active but varied life.” The advice made sense within the cultural conversation about manhood: living vigorously was both a prescription and a cure. It also may help to explain Hoover’s growing lists of proverbs and good-living rules. By gaining control of his body and health at an early age, perhaps he hoped to protect himself from the disease that afflicted his father. Dickerson managed to hold on to his job at the Coast Survey, trudging back and forth each day to the print shop. At home, though, he was apparently prone to mood swings and periods of fierce, immobile sadness.12


What must it have been like for Hoover to spend his early adolescence in the shadow of his father’s depression? Today’s medical literature is unswerving in at least part of the answer: coping with a depressed parent becomes one of the defining facts of a child’s life. Some children respond by becoming depressed themselves, carried down by the weight of example, circumstance, and heredity. Others show a surprising resilience, pushing back with a determination not to allow the same thing to happen to them. Hoover fit into the latter category, but it is difficult to imagine that he escaped entirely unscathed. At the very least, Dickerson’s illness must have accentuated Hoover’s worries about his own health and mental fitness.13


Annie’s guidance may have helped her son. She, too, had witnessed her father’s mental collapse, then suicide, and had come through all right. But her brothers had not fared nearly so well, and continued to provide disturbing evidence of how a father’s troubles might be passed down through the generations. Her brother Rudy remarried a year after Mary’s murder but soon found himself divorced again, scraping together a living as a naval-yard laborer. Annie’s youngest brother, Johnny, who had been just eight years old when his father committed suicide, seems to have led a life of chaos and frustration as well, fueled by alcohol abuse and financial woes. For money, he worked as a laborer, carpenter, painter, and clerk. He married and had several children, but the family never quite achieved stability. In southeast Washington, Johnny was well known for his “drunken escapades” and for drinking up his family’s wages.14


The one man from Annie’s family who managed to provide a redemptive example turned out to be her uncle John Hitz, whose poor stewardship of the German-American Bank had made headlines so long before. After serving his sentence, Hitz had worked his way back into the good graces of the local Swiss elite. He eventually assumed a charitable role as superintendent of the Volta Bureau, an experimental organization for the deaf founded by Alexander Graham Bell. There, Hitz built friendships with celebrities such as Helen Keller and Clara Barton, even doubling as Barton’s personal secretary in his final years. Hoover grew up knowing his great-uncle as a figure of renewed esteem, an imposing old man with a long white beard who liked to read from the Bible. Then, on March 25, 1908, when Hoover was thirteen, Hitz collapsed and died at Union Station, eliminating yet another source of strength and guidance. The funeral preparations kept Hoover home from school. The funeral itself attracted dignitaries including Bell, Keller, and Barton—Hoover’s first close-up glimpse of a Washington power gathering.15





WITH DICKERSON NOW AN ON-AGAIN, off-again father, and with few viable role models among the family’s other men, Hoover turned to his brother, Dick, who became an independent man just as his little brother entered adolescence. After graduating from law school, Dick went to work at the federal Steamboat Inspection Service, where he set a good example for his brother by advancing rapidly. What may have mattered most to Hoover, though, was the way Dick negotiated through the thickets of temptation and lassitude that had felled other men in the family. Far more directly than other Hoover relatives, Dick forged the path that Hoover would follow: high school stardom, then George Washington University law school, then a dedicated rise through a government agency. Dick also laid the foundations of Hoover’s emerging religious faith. In addition to his schoolwork and professional commitments, Dick developed a reputation as a successful lay preacher and Protestant missionary. He brought his little brother along with him.


Like nearly every other institution in American life, the Protestant church was experiencing its own “masculinity crisis” in the early twentieth century, a worry that men had left the pews, never to return. According to a 1910 study commissioned by the Young Men’s Christian Association, women outnumbered men at Protestant churches by almost two to one. The imbalance was particularly acute at Sunday school, where female teachers dominated the ranks, and where women allegedly spent their time instructing boys in a “goody-goody, wishy-washy, sissy, soft conception of religion,” in the words of one scornful critic. Hoover’s childhood years saw an outpouring of books on so-called Muscular Christianity: The Masculine in Religion, The Manhood of the Master, Manly Songs for Christian Men. Psychologist G. Stanley Hall, one of the movement’s leaders, recommended that Christ himself be buffed up as a way of increasing Protestantism’s appeal. In a public opinion survey, Hall discovered that most viewers turned to words like “sick, unwashed, sissy, ugly, feeble” when presented with a standard painting of Christ on the cross. Hall advocated a Jesus with muscles and bulk, fighting back against his persecutors rather than succumbing meekly to crucifixion.16


Dick embraced this form of Christianity. He seems to have enjoyed the evangelist’s challenge, working the Anacostia waterfront and the local jail as a missionary to hard men. By the time Hoover was old enough to join him on such outings, Dick had acquired experience preaching not only at missions and soup kitchens but also to church groups. Though he started out as a Presbyterian, Dick switched his allegiance to the Lutheran Church of the Reformation on Pennsylvania Avenue, helmed by an “energetic and magnetic” young pastor named John Weidley. Under Rev. Weidley’s authority, Dick became superintendent of the Sunday school and a leader of its youth outreach.17


Hoover followed along. Under Dick’s tutelage, he became a dedicated Bible student and boy soprano. He even won a prize—his own copy of the New Testament—for memorizing catechism verses. Hoover followed his brother into leadership roles as well, winning election as secretary of his Sunday school class just a few days after his thirteenth birthday. Of all the events mentioned in his adolescent diary, few are recorded as consistently as his church activities. Hoover also made careful note of his brother’s attention: “Took a walk with Dick cross the bridge”; “Dick took supper in here.”18


Dick’s teachings reinforced what Hoover was learning elsewhere: that self-discipline and adherence to the proper rules made for a godly and manly life. “As a youth, I was taught basic beliefs,” Hoover recalled. “For instance, I was taught that no book was ever to be placed above the Bible.” While Dick may have led his brother into the church, Hoover made an active decision to stay, concluding that what he heard at prayer meetings and church services spoke to something important within. From the pulpit, Rev. Weidley stressed positive thinking, the ability to rise above adversity and “to accomplish your task.” “In this life there are many dark clouds to limit the horizon of our vision,” he explained, “but the joys set before us, and the brightness illuminating our pathway are far more numerous.” It is not hard to see why such a message might have appealed to Hoover, newly confronted with family troubles. A few days before his fourteenth birthday, Rev. Weidley baptized him in a private ceremony. Dick was there to watch and support his younger brother in the transition from a boy into a man.19





ULTIMATELY, THOUGH, DICK HAD HIS own life to lead. In September 1907, he married a fellow churchgoer named Theodora Hanft, the daughter of a clerk at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. (“The day was unsettled in the morning but cleared up in the evening,” Hoover noted in his journal. “Dr. Weidly [sic] officiated.”) The following June, his sister Lillian married a high school acquaintance named Fred Robinette, who worked with Dickerson at the Coast Survey. Her wedding took place at the Hoover home, which had been spruced up with palms and white flowers. Annie wore black for the occasion, still in mourning for her uncle John. A few weeks after that, on “a cool beautiful evening with a full moon” (in Hoover’s description), Dick’s wife gave birth to a daughter and Hoover became an uncle for the first time.20


By any reasonable standard, Dick and Lillian stayed close to home and remained involved in their brother’s life. Dick bought the house next door to his parents, and they fenced in the two backyards together. Lillian moved a few blocks away, but came back frequently and even gave birth to her first child in the family home. There was no mistaking the change in Hoover’s life, however, as he went from being the pampered youngest son to the only child in the house. With Lillian’s wedding, Hoover became the sole daily witness to his parents’ domestic joys and struggles, the child most responsible for their happiness and well-being. In later years, he would come to resent his brother and sister for abandoning him just as their parents began to grow older and (though he did not say it quite so explicitly) as their father was starting to flounder and fail. At the time, though, it may have looked more promising, less a moment of abandonment than a coming-of-age.21










CHAPTER 4 Jump High and Leap Quick (1909–1913)
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Hoover in his high school cadet uniform, around 1912. At Washington’s Central High School, he was a stand-out student: valedictorian, debate star, captain of the cadets.


COLLECTION OF THE NATIONAL LAW ENFORCEMENT MUSEUM





If Hoover had followed Dick’s example down to the last detail, he would have attended Eastern High School, just a short walk from Seward Square. Instead, in September 1909 he enrolled at Central High, several miles away in the heart of the Northwest. Both Lillian and Dick had attended Eastern. Central was a step up, widely recognized as the most competitive and desirable of the city’s white public high schools. Family connections helped to ease the transition. Hoover’s uncle Halsted, Dickerson’s youngest brother, ran Central’s music department, conducted the glee club, and helped to supervise the dramatic association. Though Hoover preferred to think of himself as a boy who rose through merit alone, he started at Central with an important advantage.1


He made the most of it. For Hoover, the high school years turned out to be “formative,” in his later description, a time when he acquired lasting ideas about discipline and success, about how to win political arguments and how to behave as a Christian man. Central High also gave him his first taste of real-world accomplishment and success. During his time there, Hoover emerged as an undisputed class star: valedictorian, debate champion, cadet captain. On this small stage, he also began to test his capacity as a leader of men.2





CENTRAL HIGH WAS THE PRODUCT of a civic dream. Conceived in the 1880s at a moment of great hope for public education, the school established itself as the crown jewel in the city’s network of free high schools. Like most local institutions, Central was segregated. Black students attended their own high school (later renamed for the poet Paul Laurence Dunbar) several blocks away. For its white students, the city provided facilities unimaginable during Annie’s and Dickerson’s childhoods, when most Americans had considered high school an elite privilege. Central’s first building, a three-story brick structure, featured more than a dozen classrooms, a military exercise space, an exhibition hall, a library, scientific laboratories, and a teachers’ lounge—thirty rooms all told. By the time Hoover entered in 1909, a push was on to relocate to a bigger and better building, with updated lighting and sewage systems, a larger auditorium, and better science labs. “The school has been continually advancing in rank among the preparatory schools of the country,” the Central yearbook reported in the spring before Hoover’s freshman year.3


Central’s curriculum reflected its aim to compete with the best. Students learned not only the three R’s but also German, French, Latin, and Greek; chemistry and biology; drawing, music, and history. Outside the classroom, they participated in football, track, baseball, tennis, and basketball; debate and student government; the cadet and rifle corps; theater and glee club. The culture of the school emphasized discipline in all aspects of student life, including strict silence in the hallways. The students seemed to have absorbed and accepted this striving ethos. In the fall of 1909, as Hoover began his first year, the school newspaper featured a poem urging the new crop of freshman to “jump high and leap quick” as they faced the challenges of high school life.4


Hoover embraced Central’s culture of achievement. During the first few weeks, he observed with relief that he seemed capable of meeting the school’s demands. “Did fine in studies at school,” he wrote on September 22. Things also went “fine” on September 24 and 26. One classmate remembered Hoover as a focused, unsmiling teacher’s pet, determined to prove himself in the classroom. “John Edgar would enter Miss (or is it Mrs.?) Farr’s math class, speak no word to anyone, circle the back of the class, and seat himself directly in front of that most excellent teacher and drink in every word she uttered.” He was the same boy at Central that he had been at Brent Elementary: attentive to teachers, eager to please, and even more eager to demonstrate his abilities. His grades bore this out. During his first year, Hoover achieved grades of E (for “excellent”) in all his classes, except for one G (“good”) in Latin and another in spelling. In his sophomore year, he received E’s in everything but spelling. As a junior, he earned an E in “neatness,” as well as in his academic subjects, with his only end-of-semester G coming in French. In a school renowned for its high academic standards, his grades helped earn him a reputation as the “Perfect Student,” according to a classmate’s description.5


As a matter of social standing, however, good grades got him only so far. Like the rest of the country, Central High believed that it had a “boy problem,” simultaneously identified as a lack of heft among its brainy male students and as an excess of disruptive behavior among the rest. Girls outnumbered boys two to one (in school as in church). But even the most talented female students were expected to play cheerleading roles while their male counterparts engaged in “active battle,” as one girl wrote in the school paper. In late 1908, the year before Hoover enrolled, Central established a study hall specifically for third-year boys, led by a male teacher, in hopes that “the boys under his direction shall become more manly, of greater self-reliance, and better able to uphold the reputation of Old Central as it should be upheld,” according to a student account. Outside the classroom, the school’s principal urged boys to pour their energies into sports and physical conflict. To encourage them, Central organized an assembly with Harvard president Charles Eliot, who emphasized physical as well as mental education, thus transforming the typical Harvard student “from a stooping, weak and sickly youth into one well-formed, robust, and healthy.” Even more than most boys at Central, Hoover was under pressure to demonstrate that he fit into the latter category, that his academic prowess would not undermine his success beyond the classroom.6


Hoover’s closest relative at Central, his uncle Halsted, was not much help in this area. An artistically minded man, Halsted was Dickerson’s youngest brother by some fourteen years; he had been just eight years old when their father died. Halsted grew up with his mother, Cecilia, as sole parent, and stayed on with her after he reached adulthood, a harbinger of Hoover’s own future. She died at the start of Hoover’s freshman year, leaving Halsted alone in the family house, a personal loss that elicited expressions of “sincere sympathy” in the Central High paper. Halsted was popular with the students, who called him “Pop Hoover” and regularly praised his singing. But his subject—music and choral performance—hardly offered a solution to Hoover’s “boy problem.” Instead of following his uncle’s example, Hoover chose to follow his brother, Dick, and try out for the football team.7





DICK HAD PLAYED AT EASTERN, a star in the most important sport the school had to offer. At Central, Hoover went to freshman tryouts and was immediately cut from the team, one of the few blows he encountered during his high school years. He turned instead to the cadet corps, and there he found his social home. The cadets offered junior military training (something like a high school version of today’s ROTC). At Central, the corps practiced regularly throughout the year, culminating in a citywide regimental competition. The final drills often took place on the White House Ellipse, with the secretary of war or the secretary of the navy presiding. In the spring of 1909, just before Hoover’s freshman year, President William Howard Taft himself had attended the proceedings, offering a “highly complimentary” review of what he saw.8


Hoover never expressed any interest in a military career, either as a teenager or as an adult. But in high school the cadet corps was a major point of pride. “There is not the slightest doubt that the drill is beneficial to schoolboys,” declared Hoover’s company captain in his junior year. “It is a form of athletics—one of the best forms—and the discipline and training develops those traits in a young man’s character which he will need most in after life.” Unlike football, where Hoover was considered small and weak, the cadet corps demanded relatively little coordination or strength. What mattered among cadets was the ability to walk a straight line, to execute drills in rain and snow, to submit to discipline and hierarchy, to put up with shouldering a rifle for hours on end.9


Most Central boys found such conditions hard to tolerate. Hoover did not. Even as a freshman, he gloried in the discipline of the corps, noting cadet practices in his diary, only occasionally—and then only in the dead of winter—giving any hint that drill practice might be less than ideal. He was especially fond of the cadet uniform, with its high collar and gold epaulets. A photo of Hoover in cadet dress shows a thin, frowning teenager, the visor of his boxy cap pulled low over his eyes, his shoulders thrown back in an approximation of soldierly style. It is the photo of someone who takes himself seriously and who is trying, despite protruding ears and a youthful countenance, to be taken seriously in turn.10


In his junior year, he earned promotion to second sergeant of Company B, ranked just below Company A in the school hierarchy. In that position, he became known as an enthusiastic drillmaster. “Is that a lion roaring, or is it an approaching thunderstorm?” ran a joke in the student paper. “O’ no sir; it is just Hoover counting cadence for Company B.” Though still in high school, Hoover was beginning to think through many of the ideas that he would later pass on to his employees: organizational loyalty, exhaustive discipline, attention to hierarchy, the need to “fight” in order to succeed. He was also starting to learn about the importance of community support for maintaining morale within the ranks. Despite their best efforts, Company B often failed to attract much of an audience among fellow students, who vastly preferred football games to drill competitions. Company officers found themselves begging for “loyal support from the school, in order to produce a drill of which every supporter will be proud.”11


All of this conveys an image of Hoover as a stern young man, beholden to duty, honor, and accomplishment. Yet it is clear from his diary, and from scattered evidence in the school paper, that he enjoyed the corps and viewed it as a source of camaraderie and good times. During freshman year, his corps meetings evoked one of the few expressions of genuine enthusiasm—indeed, of any emotion—in his personal diary. “Went to squad meeting…,” he recorded on January 7, 1910, “corporal. Capt. Lieunt + serg all there. Had a great time.” Later, as an officer, he reveled in weekly strategy meetings that lasted well into the night, “convening early in the evening and often adjourning early in the morning,” by his own account.12


The one area of cadet life where Hoover seems to have stumbled was in the annual dances with members of the opposite sex. For many students, these events marked the high point of their social lives. School publications were packed with gossip about which boys looked best in uniform, and about who might be accompanying whom to the big events. Hoover is curiously missing from all such gossip, and from any other speculation about dating or sexual experimentation. The chief evidence that he even attended such events is a 1913 dance card that he saved for many years. Under “partners,” the lineup is blank.13


Hoover preferred to spend his time with other boys—especially with Lawrence Jones, better known as “Biff.” Jones was everything Hoover’s brother, Dick, had been: “Big, brawny, intelligent,” in the words of Central’s yearbook, not only a football star but also class president. Hoover seems to have regarded Jones with the same giddy admiration that infected the rest of the school. “Biff Jones and I buddied around together all the time,” he later recalled, “and it always drew a laugh from our friends to see the big, powerful Biff accompanied by a youngster half his size.” Jones joined the cadet corps, where he and Hoover forged a friendship, spending hours side by side at drill practice and strategy meetings. As the cadet corps drew to a close during senior year, Jones expressed the fervent adolescent wish that it might go on forever. “Now that the guns of our men are in their racks, our sabres sheathed for the last time, and no more cadet life is left for us,” he wrote, “we feel the loss of it all very keenly.” Ultimately, he would organize his adult life around the pillars of his high school success, going on to lead the West Point football team, first as a player and later as head coach.14


Hoover, too, held on to certain patterns from high school. He would always reserve his greatest affection for other men, a fact readily ascribed to boyish camaraderie during high school but one that would raise difficulties and questions in years to come. Mostly, he chose men with whom he shared an institutional bond, as in the cadet corps, where he and Jones labored side by side together in a clear hierarchy and common purpose. When he could hire his own employees, he proved partial to men like Jones as well: big, amiable football players, models of what American men were supposed to be.





HOOVER’S FINAL AREA OF ACHIEVEMENT at Central was the debate team, a sphere that fortuitously involved brains rather than brawn. For a boy who had once struggled with a stutter, competitive public speaking may have been the ultimate proving ground, showing how he had prevailed over supposed weakness and disability. The debate team contained both boys and girls. Like so many activities at Central, however, it was prized most for its ability to turn ill-formed young men into self-disciplined, powerful leaders. “Public men are unceasing in their expression of the true value of good instruction in public speaking,” noted one student essay. Given the school’s location and ties to the political world, Central students assumed that boys who succeeded there would go on to public service, and that growing up in Washington would give them an edge. “In our city we have the Congress of the American people—a body of men whose political existence depends on their ability to debate,” explained the school paper. “We also have the Congressional Library, an institution which offers opportunity for unlimited study on any subject under the sun.” With these tools at his disposal, Hoover learned how to craft an argument, how to conduct in-depth research, and how to claim a political voice in the wider world.15


Central’s debate team was wildly successful, with an undefeated record stretching back several years. Even so, Hoover emerged as a star: energetic, meticulous, and showing little tolerance for those who preferred to goof off. Before major competitions, he hunkered down at the Library of Congress along with his teammates “for weeks, into the small hours, sometimes all night long,” according to the school paper, all for “the thrill” of bringing a victory back to Central. During his junior year, the debate team achieved eleven consecutive victories, a string of triumphs that put them in first place citywide. Hoover organized and then won the junior class debate, in which he argued that the United States ought to annex Cuba. At other competitions, the team explored political issues ranging from toll-taking at the Panama Canal to women’s suffrage to the question of whether “the attitude of organized labor toward free speech and free press is a menace to American civilization.” As a debater, Hoover constructed arguments that did not necessarily reflect the political positions he would develop later in life, but the debate experience, like the cadet corps, gave him a confidence he might otherwise have lacked.16





HOOVER SEEMS TO HAVE LIKED almost everything about high school: the late-night conversations, the mental and physical challenges, the relentless push toward success. But he also still loved the church, and he deepened his religious commitments throughout his high school years. Around 1909, just as Hoover was getting started at Central, both he and Dick switched their allegiance from Lutheran Reformation to the First Presbyterian Church, where a pastor named Donald Campbell MacLeod had recently come to prominence. Born just after the Civil War, Rev. MacLeod was known throughout Washington as a “brilliant young divine,” with a special talent for bringing boys and men back to religious faith. Another disciple of Muscular Christianity, MacLeod presented Christ as a man of “mighty achievements” who “set himself apart” through discipline and an unwavering commitment to purpose above and beyond the self.17


As at Lutheran Reformation, Hoover did his best to emulate this example of manhood, appearing regularly in cadet garb to drill younger children in their Bible verses. While at Sunday school, he may also have encountered early experiments in church-based sexual education. In 1911, at the start of Hoover’s junior year, the National Sunday School Association established a Department of Purity to address an issue “shunned all too long by the home, the school, the press and the church”: adolescent sexuality. The lessons echoed broader social concerns about masculinity and self-discipline. “Sexual excitement during the period of adolescence means undermining of nerves, ruin to health, and, by and by, sickly, peevish and stupid offspring,” one pious reformer explained. Such descriptions alluded to the peril of venereal disease, with the attendant possibility of mental illness. The virtuous paths consisted of abstinence or heterosexual marriage, preferably in that order, with all other forms of experimentation deemed “uncontrollable, incorrect, and degrading.” Like the church’s other prescriptions for manhood, the purity doctrine emphasized self-control as a surefire way to stay out of trouble. For an adolescent like Hoover, whose father and uncles provided such troubling examples of moral and mental failure, it may have seemed like an appealing option.18


Church was not all doom and gloom, however. In fall, before the opening of Sunday school, MacLeod helped to lead a Rally Day to drum up the children’s enthusiasm for their coming religious devotions. Hoover particularly remembered MacLeod’s willingness to spend time with the boys in his congregation. “He made it a practice every Saturday to visit with the children in the neighborhood. And, after he had become acquainted with the boys, he began suggesting baseball games, hikes, sporting activities, and other events,” Hoover later wrote. “Because of his understanding and guidance, we came to look forward from Saturday to Saturday to being with Dr. MacLeod and to baseball games which he organized on our neighborhood sand-lot.”19


Hoover would look back upon MacLeod as his model parent. “I am convinced that today if more adults would devote a little more time to playing with their sons or with the children in the neighborhood and spending a little more time with them,” he wrote in the 1940s, “much could be accomplished in the development of better citizens.” While he may have played the role of surrogate father, MacLeod was above all a passionate evangelical who believed that the workings of Christ had to be made present in the everyday. He taught Hoover to believe that, too. “One of the outstanding sins of the Christian church today is the flagrant disregard of the word of Jesus,” MacLeod informed his congregation in 1909. “Does not this indicate something wrong with our hearts, something wrong with our love?” Only after Americans underwent a “spiritual awakening,” he argued, could the nation’s social and political ills be solved.20


MacLeod rejected the Social Gospel favored by many progressives, who believed that good works and the right legislation could be expressions of God’s will. In his view, conversion came first, and all else was irrelevant. “Sin is the paramount issue,” he declared in the midst of a nationwide coal strike in 1902, adding that “legislation will not solve the real problems of humanity.” MacLeod’s insistence on personal sin as the root of social evil provided Hoover with ideas he would later apply to the study of crime. As an adult, Hoover would insist that criminality came from within, and that tweaking legislation would always fall short absent the redemption of the soul.21


Far more than the artifice of debate club, MacLeod shaped Hoover’s emerging political consciousness, especially his budding conservatism on social issues. MacLeod scoffed at labor unions. He urged congregants to “make Washington a city of God” rather than seek the right to vote. He supported the fierce temperance crusade of the Anti-Saloon League, instructing his young congregants to avoid alcohol consumption at all costs. He also actively enforced racial segregation, more and more a matter of conflict within the district. In 1903, MacLeod told the press that he had made a mistake in marrying a light-skinned Black man to a white woman. “I would not have married them had I known that he was a negro,” MacLeod explained. In 1910, while Hoover was one of his young parishioners, MacLeod led the effort to exclude Black children from the city’s grand Sunday school parade. He also refused to recognize Black delegates to the global Sunday school convention.22


Hoover accepted all of this without question. “Dr. MacLeod made a profound impression upon every member of the group that came in contact with him,” he wrote decades later, “and as I came to know him better I arrived at the conclusion that if preachers were men like this then I wanted to enter the ministry.”23





WHEN ASKED IN LATER YEARS to explain why he decided to become a lawyer rather than a preacher, Hoover pointed not to his own desires or any sort of professional calling, but to “matters over which I had no control.” Those “matters” likely involved his father’s mental illness, the one continuing blight upon an otherwise smooth and successful high school journey. We have only a handful of facts about what happened to Dickerson during this time, but those few hint at unacknowledged depths of family pain and regret. Sometime around Hoover’s senior year of high school, Dickerson was committed to Laurel Sanitarium, a private hospital specializing in “nervous and mental diseases, alcoholic and drug addiction,” according to a directory of psychiatric facilities. The departure must have been jarring for Hoover—a father sent away, quietly and secretively, after years of uncertain health.24


By the standards of early-twentieth-century mental institutions, Laurel was nice enough—a private asylum rather than a state-run hospital, perched on a grassy expanse in the Maryland countryside. Dickerson’s treatment was undoubtedly more harrowing. When he entered Laurel, a favored, state-of-the-art cure for all manner of mental illness was known as “hydrotherapy,” in which a patient might be wrapped in tight wet-sheet packs or immobilized in a “continuous tub bath” in hopes that the water might provide a shock to the system. Laurel’s founders believed in hydrotherapy and made the construction of the proper facilities, including “hot air cabinets” and “shower baths,” a top priority. 25


Annie may have tried to shield Hoover from the severity of Dickerson’s condition. In the summer of 1912, just after his junior year, Hoover went off to spend several weeks with relatives in Wytheville, Virginia, far out in the state’s western countryside. Annie’s correspondence was chatty and solicitous, betraying no serious crisis at home. Dickerson sent at least one letter, too, noting explicitly that he was “on the front porch, Sunday morning,” and reporting on recent visits to the theater despite the “awful hot weather since you left.” Without better documentation, we cannot be sure that the dates line up with Dickerson’s time at Laurel, or that Hoover was sent to Virginia as insulation from his father’s illness. It seems likely, however, that he was sent away deliberately. Despite Hoover’s pleas for a visit, Annie insisted that he stay on his own: “Enjoy yourself and have a good time and get a good long rest.”26


Fragmentary accounts suggest that Dickerson came back from Laurel a different man—“very changed, short-tempered and irritable,” in the words of one relative. Perhaps Hoover responded with compassion and sadness. More likely, he viewed his father’s difficulties as he had been taught to view them: as signs of weakness and failure. Hoover’s niece remembered that he seemed to be enraged by his father’s illness. “My mother used to say Uncle Edgar wasn’t very nice to his father when he was ill. He was ashamed of him. He couldn’t tolerate the fact that granddaddy had mental illness. He never could tolerate anything that was imperfect.” In the early twentieth century, a teenager like Hoover had no way to talk about this fury and resentment. Instead, he seems to have pretended that nothing was happening, and moved on with his own life.27





HOOVER’S FINAL YEAR AT CENTRAL was a marvel of accomplishment. His near-perfect grades won him the title of class valedictorian. He pushed the debate team to another successful season, earning further accolades as one of Central’s most outstanding public speakers. In the cadet corps, he leapt over Biff Jones to earn the coveted position of captain in Company A, Central’s top slot, while Jones took the captaincy of Company B. In March 1913, Hoover helped to lead the Central cadets down Pennsylvania Avenue for Woodrow Wilson’s inaugural parade, his first official role in the nation’s political pageantry. In May, he marched in dress parade on the White House Ellipse and led his company in the citywide drill competition.28


Given the difficulties of his home life, these are remarkable feats, early examples of the resilience under adversity that Hoover would exhibit for much of his career. But his voice during these years has a tightly wound quality, as if the slightest deviation from perfect grades and proper living might bring his impressive forward march to a sudden halt. As captain of Company A, he wrote a column for the school paper. He chose the slogan “Fight” to capture his unswerving commitment to the task at hand. “Men, it can be shown in numerous ways, by attendance, by setups, by detail and last but not least by concentration,” he wrote. “Concentration is shown by cutting out all ‘kidding,’ by putting your mind on the drill and forgetting everything else.” His reflections on debate showed an equally grim focus on discipline and self-improvement. “It teaches one to control his temper and free himself from sarcasm; it gives self-possession and mental control,” he wrote of training for debate. By senior year, Hoover had apparently accepted the idea that “self-possession and mental control” were man’s highest calling, the best hope for keeping tragedy and failure at bay.29


His fellow students responded to this record of accomplishment much as his government colleagues later would—with respect and admiration, but not necessarily with affection and love. In the school’s 1913 yearbook, portraits of fellow cadets and debaters emphasized their physical dynamism or personal charm; one was a “tall, good-looking, brilliant exhibit,” another “a ‘fighty’ soldier, and one of the best friends anyone could have.” Hoover gained recognition for his seriousness of purpose and fondness for political moralizing, described stiffly as “a gentleman of dauntless courage and stainless honor.”30


Whether Hoover understood the distinction between affection and admiration is hard to say. His adolescent identity hints at the man he would later become: the scolding FBI chief, writing blistering missives to his men and to the country at large. All the same, he had some fun, and he reveled in a sense of belonging. “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 whom you feel are behind you heart and soul,” he wrote of the cadet corps. “The saddest moment of the year was… when I realized that I must part with a group of fellows who had become a part of my life.” Hoover would not entirely leave these men behind. He held on to what he had discovered at Central, including many of his friendships, for decades to come. But there was indeed some loss in the experience of leaving high school. Upon graduation, many of the boys Hoover had competed with and grown to admire set off for new adventures around the country. Hoover stayed in Washington, like his brother and father and grandfathers before him.31










CHAPTER 5 Dieu et les Dames (1913–1917)
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Hoover (back row, far right) with the George Washington University chapter of Kappa Alpha, his college fraternity. Founded in 1865 to preserve the cause of the white South, Kappa Alpha became a model for the FBI’s institutional culture.
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For Hoover, college life began as a disappointment. Biff Jones was off to West Point, the beginning of an illustrious football career. Other Central graduates headed for schools such as Columbia, Harvard, the University of Michigan, and Cornell. Hoover had been the best among them—valedictorian, debate star, cadet captain—yet he was forced to stay home, working during the day and attending night classes. In the fall of 1913, he enrolled in the evening law program at George Washington University, the same college his brother, Dick, had attended fifteen years earlier. He also began his first government job, a clerk’s position at the Library of Congress. These were the least adventurous and most predictable options available, the same choices that had been made by generations of Hoover men before him.1


Hoover may have blamed his family (especially his father) for his stunted prospects. Dick was little help. By 1915, Dick was a father of three and the chief clerk of the Steamboat Inspection Service, wrapped up in his own responsibilities. Lillian soon moved into a sprawling old house in Maryland with her husband and children, battling health issues that would come to resemble her father’s. Even Rev. MacLeod departed for other climes, accepting a pastorate in Springfield, Illinois, during the summer after Hoover’s high school graduation. That left Hoover at home alone with Annie and Dickerson, whose illness must have dominated the family’s rhythms. Despite his star turn in high school, Hoover had run up against his family’s emotional and financial limits. His choices—to stay in Washington and work for the government—may not have felt much like choices at all.2


Hoover was never quite the success at GW that he had been at Central, but he managed to stay near the top of his class and to acquire some basic legal knowledge. He also began to refine the inchoate cleverness of high school debate into a more focused set of ideological commitments. One important force behind this evolution was Kappa Alpha, the Southern fraternity Hoover joined as a freshman and rose to lead as its chapter president in his final year. With Kappa Alpha, Hoover gained entrée to Washington’s political elite, hobnobbing with the fraternity’s network of conservative Southerners in Congress. He also received an explicit education in segregationist politics and the cultural defense of white supremacy. Founded in 1865 to honor the defeated Confederate general Robert E. Lee, Kappa Alpha actively promoted the Lost Cause myth, in which a noble South had been defeated by Yankee interlopers and Black agitators who misunderstood its way of life. During Hoover’s college years, that story served to justify the hardening of racial lines not only throughout the South but in Washington itself, where Woodrow Wilson, the first Southern-born president since the Civil War, sanctioned the segregation of federal employment. Though Hoover had grown up in a segregating city, it was through his fraternity that he first formalized his racial outlook, adopting a Southern ideology that linked segregation with order and virtue and the “gentleman’s” way of life.


Together, GW, Kappa Alpha, and the Library of Congress introduced several of the basic concepts Hoover would put into practice once he left college and entered full-time government work as a lawyer and, later, as FBI director. If high school had encouraged Hoover’s ambitions, it was during college that he honed his worldview. From the library he took essential lessons in how to run a bureaucracy and manage vast amounts of information. At his college and fraternity, he found the social world and racial values that would define much of his adult life. For decades to come, Hoover would look back to his college years for the kind of men he hoped to employ at the Bureau and for the few intimate companions he kept at his side.





WHEN PRESIDENT WILSON ARRIVED IN 1913, Washington still retained some of its small-town feel, but the level of conflict was picking up fast. “We are in a period of clamor, of bewilderment, of an almost tremulous unrest,” social commentator Walter Weyl had noted the previous year. The presidential contest had reflected this sense of urgency. All of the 1912 candidates expressed concern about the growing inequality between the nation’s rich and poor, and about its pernicious effect on American democracy. All agreed, too, that only the federal government could hope to counterbalance the economic might of gargantuan corporations like Standard Oil and U.S. Steel. Washington would now have to be a place not only to administer the government but also, in their shared progressive vision, to transform the nation.3


Wilson brought a polite but hopeful tone to that discussion and to the city of Washington itself. A former president of Princeton, he looked upon the capital as a place chock-full of potential but in need of serious help. Theodore Roosevelt had treated the city as a playground, to be enlivened with fistfights, exotic animals, and boyish spectacle. Wilson showcased the college man’s reserve and authority, a thin-faced, paled-eyed patrician with narrow wire spectacles and an air of constant surprise. His presence made Washington a professional man’s city, in which books and expertise could be prized over masculine showiness. Perhaps this intellectual environment provided consolation for Hoover: if he could not go off to Princeton, at least some of Princeton had come to him.


As a scholar of government, Wilson specialized in the study of public administration, an emerging field in which his work exerted a pioneering influence. He believed in the value of a nonpartisan, professional civil service, the area of government in which the Hoover men had long worked and, sometimes, thrived. Wilson had also tackled the problem of partisanship among elected officials. He had concluded that it was possible, under the right leadership, for everyone to work together on the public’s behalf. During his first few years in office, he attempted to show how the administrative state ought to work, rallying a Democratic-majority Congress to create new executive-branch institutions including the Federal Trade Commission and Federal Reserve. He also helped to push through the nation’s first income tax, aimed at the colossal fortunes of men like J. P. Morgan and John D. Rockefeller. While these laws hardly touched middle-class families like the Hoovers, they set an example of what a determined, progressive leader might accomplish under the right conditions.


Wilson embraced segregationist politics along with his tributes to experts and administration, a combination not at all unusual among the era’s progressives. Though he had lived for decades in New Jersey, he was a Southern man by birth, a proud son of Virginia. Like most white Southerners, Wilson felt that Reconstruction had been an unmitigated disaster, its damage contained only once white Southerners pushed Black men out of political office and established Jim Crow. When he came to Washington, he brought with him a generation of Southern-born appointees raised on this story. Fully half of his cabinet consisted of Southern men, a situation not seen since before the Civil War. They in turn brought what they had learned as “redeemers,” white Democrats who had spent the past few decades creating and enforcing segregation in their home states.


Wilson licensed these men to carry out a similar program within the federal government, where generations of both Black and white public servants—including the Hoovers—had managed to carry on their work side by side. Under the Wilson administration, many government departments built walls between their Black and white employees, forcing Black clerks into separate bathrooms and out of government cafeterias. Others fired their Black employees rather than bother with the effort of segregation. The result of Wilson’s initiatives was a sudden reordering of Washington’s social geography, the drawing of clear racial lines where things had been blurry before. As a boy, Hoover had always attended segregated schools and churches. Now, just as he prepared to enter the more egalitarian realm of federal employment, that world became segregated, too.4





HOOVER KNEW THE LIBRARY OF Congress well by the time he began working there in 1913. As a boy, he had taken in the building’s grandeur, with its triple-arched entrance, vast flights of exterior stairs, and greenish dome and cupola—all just a few blocks up Pennsylvania Avenue from Seward Square. As a high school student, he had studied there in preparation for key debates, an earnest researcher in white shirt and dark pants, dwarfed by the library’s brilliant-colored murals depicting the finest achievements the world of arts and letters had to offer. The library shared the values that had once animated the Coast Survey—reason, order, knowledge, and expertise. These were carved into its stonework, a “gorgeous and palatial monument,” in the words of one guidebook, “to its National sympathy and appreciation of Literature, Science and Art.” In more than one way, the Library was a familiar place to Hoover.5


He got his job there in the usual Washington fashion, through a combination of merit and personal pull. It was not unusual for a Central boy to work at the library; the 1912 class president, a year ahead of Hoover, was already there, earning his way through Georgetown. Hoover had the extra advantage of an uncle who belonged to the Cosmos Club, where the library’s chief administrator, Herbert Putnam, happened to be a member. An opinionated red-haired Boston man, Putnam had come to the library in 1899 hoping to do what William Bache had done at the Coast Survey a generation earlier: turn a government body into a center of professionalism, science, and intellect.6


Hoover began his job in October 1913 at a salary of $360 per year, his first government paycheck. He worked in the “order division,” acquiring and sorting the endless run of materials that arrived at the library each day. During his first year on the job, the library processed more than 125,000 new books and pamphlets. Its accessions included not only books published in the U.S., but obscure and priceless works from nearly every world civilization: a Hebrew-language “Semitica” collection donated by philanthropist Jacob Schiff; Chinese, French, and Italian literature; a compendium of pamphlets and books on “the social revolutionary movement in Europe,” including early German-language editions of Marx and Engels. Hoover helped to track these works as they made their way onto the library’s shelves.7


After the excitement of high school, there was no avoiding the fact that this was drudge work: sorting and filing, hour after hour, for low pay. At Putnam’s library, though, the challenge of processing information came with a certain frisson. One of Putnam’s great innovations had been the creation of a card index (known, appropriately, as the Library of Congress system) through which the library’s enormous archive of books and information could be retrieved at a moment’s notice. Until Putnam’s arrival, there had been no reliable method of searching and sorting the library’s collections. In that sense, his new classification system was nothing short of revolutionary, the Google of its day.


Looking back, Hoover complained that other clerks urged him to slow down with his sorting and classifying. He ignored them. By the time he left his library job in 1917, he had more than doubled his starting salary, and he had acquired skills that put him at the cutting edge of the era’s information technology. One of his great selling points when he arrived at the Justice Department was his ability to sort immense amounts of data and to find it when needed.8


He learned other things from his time at the library as well, practical lessons in how to manage people and how to make a government bureaucracy function. Of all the men Hoover encountered during his early years in government, it was Putnam who first showed him how to run an effective agency. Putnam believed in the library’s identity as a nonpartisan professional organization; he went to Congress for money because he had to, not because politicians knew best. He nurtured a powerful institutional identification among the library’s employees, insisting that clerks and librarians subordinate their desires to “the personality of the institution itself.” He also demanded unflinching loyalty.


As a public figure, Putnam was extraordinarily sensitive to the library’s image, developing elaborate codes of behavior for how employees ought to interact with congressmen and citizens alike. He enforced these rules through a blizzard of “General Orders,” infamous memos outlining everything from proper cataloging procedure to how to greet patrons. Meticulous to a fault, he exercised personal control over staff, budgets, communications, and ordering for the library collections—in short, everything that mattered. When he found even the slightest error by a clerk or librarian, he was famous for tirades of such “precision and eloquence” that they “would arrest circulation and scar the flesh” of his employees. To the degree he was willing to delegate, he insisted on being able to choose his own staff and fought to keep them outside civil service rules, established in the 1880s to reduce partisan influence over government staffing. The civil service merit-testing system, in which bosses were supposed to accept all eligible comers, reduced employers’ hiring discretion—presumably the reason Putnam rejected it.


Putnam’s methods yielded a mixed reputation in Washington. Some viewed him as a truly inspiring leader, brimming with “the energy and nerve that could ensure success.” Others saw him as a tyrant and megalomaniac. Hoover went on to replicate many of Putnam’s best and worst qualities.9





AFTER A FULL DAY’S WORK at the Library of Congress, Hoover set off across town for the GW law school, located in the second floor of the Masonic Temple, an imposing limestone monolith in the heart of the Northwest. As a university, GW was something of an oddity, at least compared to more tradition-bound schools such as Harvard and Yale. Founded in 1821 as Columbian College (and renamed in 1904), the school was supposed to have been the premier national university, an institution that would draw culture, science, and intellect to the capital, like the Coast Survey and the Library of Congress. Over the years, it had instead become a profession-oriented night school for local students like Hoover.


Students and faculty alike took pride in the idea that GW might yet prove itself against the odds. “The history of the George Washington University has been that of the struggle of perseverance and determination,” the student yearbook noted in 1914, at the conclusion of Hoover’s first year. For students from Central High—and there were many of them at GW—it was another familiar culture, at once striving and defensive, deeply rooted in local government culture. As one professor noted during Hoover’s freshman year, up to 75 percent of GW students worked during the day, usually for the government. The school specialized in two- and three-year night programs; students graduated with degrees in dentistry, medicine, library work, teaching, engineering, or law. From there, with the possible exception of the doctors and dentists, the vast majority returned to government work, theoretically with a brighter future and higher salary.10


When Hoover started, there were about two hundred students enrolled at the law school. Many of them came from Washington, either because they grew up there or because they had migrated as young adults seeking federal work. Like Central, GW included both men and women, but they tended to be divided by professional program: men mostly became doctors, lawyers, dentists, and engineers; women became teachers, nurses, and librarians. GW had no Black students, a policy of segregation that it would maintain well into the 1950s.11


Hoover’s course schedule offered little flexibility, a plod through Corporations, Contracts, Equity, Property, Domestic Relations, Torts, and Evidence. Like most turn-of-the-century law schools, GW ascribed to the case-law system; students spent hours poring over individual cases and puzzling out the application of legal principles. Hoover thrived in this sort of detail-oriented environment. He saved all of his law school notebooks, filling them with rules, regulations, and exceptions. Some of the classes provided a foundation for his later work. He studied federal procedure as well as “brief-making,” two areas where he would soon excel. There were also some notable absences. Apparently Hoover the future crime fighter never took a class in criminal procedure. Nor did he ever formally study constitutional law. Many of the questions that would come to dominate his career—about free speech and civil liberties, federal criminal jurisdiction and civil rights—barely existed during his time in law school.12


Even for district residents like Hoover, GW’s greatest selling point was not its classroom instruction but its access to the rest of Washington. By catering to federal employees, the law school developed a network of students and alumni connected to nearly every conceivable form of government and political work. During his first year, Hoover attended a law school banquet featuring Maryland senator Blair Lee and speaker of the house Champ Clark, whose son, Bennett, attended GW. In his third year, it was Virginia attorney general John Garland Pollard and “Uncle Joe” Cannon, the famed Republican congressman who had preceded Clark as house speaker. The dynamic eighty-year-old Cannon, who got his start under Abraham Lincoln, warned GW’s students that their generation “will be up against a new order of things.” Like many GW students—ambitious but practical, well connected but not quite elite—Hoover planned to be in the thick of it.13





THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS AND GW law school equipped Hoover with the technical and professional skills to successfully navigate a government career. But there was a third institution that came into his life during these years, and it mattered as much as the other two. This was Kappa Alpha, the Southern fraternity Hoover joined during his first months on campus. In a college life constrained in so many ways, Kappa Alpha became Hoover’s chief source of sustenance and friendship. It also solidified the conservative racial outlook he would preserve, with minor variations, for the rest of his life. Kappa Alpha described itself as the nation’s most influential Southern fraternity, a gathering place for “the Southland’s favored sons.” When Hoover joined, the national fraternity included sitting congressmen and senators from many Southern states, including Texas, Alabama, Florida, and South Carolina. These men shaped how Hoover thought about the essential questions of the day—racial segregation first among them.14


Established just months after the end of the Civil War, Kappa Alpha dedicated itself to carrying on the legacy of the “incomparable flower of Southern knighthood” known as Robert E. Lee. According to fraternity legend, its early members also helped to create the first Ku Klux Klan, founded around the same time. Both Kappa Alpha and the Klan traced certain origins to Kuklos Adelphon, a defunct prewar Southern fraternal order known as “old Kappa Alpha.” When Hoover joined half a century later, at least one national Kappa Alpha leader was still insisting that “we started the Ku Klux Klan and should claim our part in its work.” The fraternity’s official journal neither confirmed nor denied the claim.15


Kappa Alpha promoted an exclusive regional identity. Members boasted that they belonged to “the single fraternity which has confined itself to Southern territory or to soil where Southern sentiment prevails.” They also described themselves as knightly “gentlemen” modeled after Lee’s style and principles. They took as their motto “Dieu et les Dames” (“God and the Ladies”), a phrase intended to evoke a tradition of white masculine chivalry tarnished by Confederate defeat. To those in the know, the phrase was shorthand for all the values of the Old South, including the idea that white women needed to be protected from the supposedly dire threat of Black sexual violence. The Mississippi legislature inscribed “Dieu et les Dames” on the ceiling of its new statehouse, built in 1903—a sign of Kappa Alpha’s political reach and regional influence.16


One of the most prominent Kappa Alphas around Washington was John Temple Graves, a Southern newspaper editor and early Kappa Alpha member who rose to fame as a passionate defender of both segregation and lynching. Born before the Civil War, Graves had come of age with the fraternity, joining as a member in 1871 and rising to Knight Commander, the fraternity’s highest national post, a decade later. In the years since, he had emerged as an outspoken believer in “separation” as the only possible solution to the “serious, menacing, and supreme” racial problem bedeviling the South. Graves called for deporting Black people to the Pacific Islands, some “untaken and undeveloped” Western territory, or even “the dark continent” itself, as a possible alternative to segregation. He also argued for the repeal of the Fifteenth Amendment, which allowed Black men the right to vote, labeling it “the American mistake of the century.” In 1906, he helped to spark the Atlanta race riot by encouraging white violence to stem an alleged epidemic of crime and sexual violence at the hands of Black men. Black leaders identified Graves as the most influential voice—“South or North, white or black”—in support of the riot, which saw dozens of Black residents shot, hanged, and beaten to death. Kappa Alpha took a more positive view of his actions. In 1907, just a year after the riot, the fraternity’s Atlanta chapter held a banquet in his honor.17


Another of Kappa Alpha’s favored sons was Thomas Dixon, famed for his admiring trilogy of novels about the Reconstruction-era Ku Klux Klan. Born and raised in North Carolina, Dixon had joined Kappa Alpha at Wake Forest before moving on to a gadfly career as a lawyer, actor, journalist, and minister. By the time Hoover enrolled at GW, Dixon was best known as a fiction author and playwright—in effect, the nation’s bard of white supremacy. His novels portrayed the Klan as an avenging, godly force, sent to save Southern white women (and civilization itself) from rape and pillage at the hands of debauched former slaves. Dixon believed the men of KA had a special role to play in carrying on this legacy. “God ordained the southern white man to teach the lessons of Aryan supremacy,” he maintained, and he considered Kappa Alpha one of God’s best vehicles. He also wrote widely on the evils of socialism. One novel, published during Hoover’s Central High years, depicted a California commune’s descent into starvation, tyranny, and violence as a result of its socialistic experiments.


Dixon shared some of Graves’s ability to stir up violent racial conflict, with blackface stagings of his novel The Clansman sparking near riots in several cities. As with Graves, Kappa Alpha stood by Dixon even as Black leaders accused him of making “ ‘blood’ money” off of their pain. In 1910, in one such gesture of support, fraternity members turned out for performances of Dixon’s new play, The Sins of the Father, which depicted a segregationist politician driven to murder-suicide as a result of miscegenation.18


When Hoover joined Kappa Alpha in 1913, both Dixon and Graves were still deeply involved in fraternity life. Indeed, Graves lived in Washington and made a point of showing up to local events. In October 1913, Hoover’s first fall at GW, Graves appeared at the Kappa Alpha house for an alumni reception, where he urged young recruits to embrace “the high ideals of the order,” in the words of The Washington Post. A few months later, he appeared at another local fraternity banquet, delivering a speech titled “Kappa Alpha” as alumni yelled and cheered and tossed their napkins in favor of his message. Hoover’s first year at GW happened to be the fiftieth anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg and the Emancipation Proclamation, a coincidence of timing that gave Kappa Alpha’s Old South mythology and white supremacist politics a special resonance within national debate. In the summer of 1914, between Hoover’s first and second years at law school, Graves proposed to preserve such sentiments in a “great memorial” to Robert E. Lee, to be carved into the granite face of Stone Mountain, Georgia. Kappa Alpha members plunged into raising money for the effort, just as they would for “any other movement which has as its object the perpetuation of the glory of the Old South,” as their journal explained.19


Though the carving began in 1915, it would take decades for the memorial to be completed, a granite reminder of slavery and white supremacy looming over the picnickers below. In the meantime, Thomas Dixon came up with his own ideas for promoting the Kappa Alpha cause. Around the same time that Hoover joined the fraternity, Dixon began collaborating with director D. W. Griffith on The Birth of a Nation, a three-hour silent-film adaptation of Dixon’s novel The Clansman. In February 1915, during Hoover’s second year of law school, Woodrow Wilson screened the film at the White House, a major public relations triumph for the filmmakers. He purportedly loved its heroic depiction of Klansmen riding to the rescue of a beleaguered white South. Elsewhere, the film met with a more mixed response, as millions of white citizens thrilled to its racial demagoguery while Black organizations and their sympathizers fought to have the film banned. Among the film’s greatest admirers was a Southern preacher named William Simmons, who chose Stone Mountain as the site for a midnight ceremony reestablishing the Klan, thus blending the visions of Dixon and Graves.20


At Hoover’s local KA chapter, the response to the film was more muted but no less enthusiastic. In 1916, the fraternity’s Washington alumni sponsored a screening of the film, which Hoover almost certainly attended. His later career suggests that he accepted much (though not all) of what the film had to say.21





IF FIGURES SUCH AS GRAVES and Dixon may have dominated the fraternity’s national profile, it was through the local chapter that Hoover saw how their ideas might be translated into political action. Thanks to its Washington location, the local alumni chapter boasted an array of powerful politicians among its members. Many of them took an interest in the activities and future careers of the GW boys. Texas senator Morris Sheppard, a prominent voice in the campaign to segregate federal employment, regularly attended dinners and alumni events. Judge John Thornton, a Confederate veteran and senator from Louisiana, made a practice of inviting Kappa Alphas to dinner at the Senate restaurant. Other alums actually lived at the fraternity’s Washington chapter house, an unusual arrangement that gave the younger members direct access to aspiring mentors and role models.22


The GW chapter was explicit about its networking goals: as members boasted in the fraternity’s national journal, they wanted to be “known and recognized as the producer of leaders.” Members regarded the chapter house as a sanctified place. “It is a home for my soul,” one wrote, “an altar for my devotion, a hearth for my faith, a center for my affections, and a foretaste of heaven.” For Hoover, whose family could be a source of strife and pain, the fraternity also provided a place of escape. Though he could never afford to live at the grand fraternity house, he spent hundreds of hours there, usually after his evening classes and often well into the night. He likely spent some holidays there as well, one of the local boys who stayed behind when the out-of-towners dispersed.23


As in high school, Hoover threw himself into the task of impressing his peers. In his third year at GW, he volunteered to serve as delegate to the campus interfraternity council. In his final year, he became chapter president and took it upon himself to ingratiate the fraternity with the university’s top men. That fall, he hosted a private fraternity tea and reception to honor Rear Admiral Charles Stockton, the renowned naval officer and president of GW. A few months later, he presided over a Christmas reception at the chapter house, with Congressman Samuel Nicholls of South Carolina as a featured speaker and guest. At the 1916 alumni gathering, held at the historic Ebbitt hotel, the audience was packed with important Southerners, including Nicholls, Texas congressman Robert Lee Henry, former Missouri governor Joseph Folk, and John Abercrombie, newly elected to the House from Alabama. Abercrombie in particular proved to be an important connection whose presence in government would help to protect and support Hoover during his earliest years as a federal official.24





IT WOULD BE HARD TO overstate the importance of such connections for Hoover’s future career. And yet the fraternity was more than a networking opportunity. It was also an experience that yielded enduring friendships. “Kappa Alpha is not a fraternity,” one speaker explained to the national convention in 1914. “It is a philosophy of life.” Kappa Alpha offered many of the same qualities that had attracted Hoover to the cadet corps: it was all male, sociable yet hierarchical, oriented toward a set of common rituals and principles. Hoover’s closest friends in college were Kappa Alpha brothers, and they did nearly everything together, from hunting and fishing to parties and overnight trips. They swore their undying loyalty to each other, pledging to think of their chapter house as “the place where the sacrament of Brotherhood is administered, the Word of Brotherhood is preached, the Power of Brotherhood is felt, the Spirit of Brotherhood is manifested, the Love of Brotherhood is revealed.” For most college boys, fraternity membership turned out to be a passing phase, a carefree stop on the road to marriage and family. For Hoover, Kappa Alpha would become a way of life, a touchstone for the FBI’s internal values, and a shorthand way to measure the character, loyalty, and political sympathies of the men he hired to work for him.25


Hoover’s closest friend in Kappa Alpha was Thomas Frank Baughman, a law student one year his junior. Like Hoover, Baughman lived at home and worked throughout his time in college, first as a telephone operator and later as a Senate page or clerk. Baughman also became a committed Kappa Alpha and absorbed most of the same lessons Hoover did. In the spring of 1916, Baughman signed on as a delegate to the national fraternity convention and received a full-immersion weekend in the culture and lore of the Lost Cause. The convention was held in Richmond, the former Confederate capital, where the delegates took time out for a silent march and wreath-laying at the city’s new monument to Robert E. Lee. Back in Washington, Baughman attended alumni events, listening to Graves and other distinguished alumni alongside Hoover.26


Hoover’s closeness with Baughman raises a question that would persist throughout his adult life: Was this just a friendship? Or was it a romantic, even sexual, relationship? Same-sex relationships were not unheard of at GW, where interested students occasionally staged clandestine dances and social events in out-of-the-way spots. Indeed, fraternities themselves often became places of quiet same-sex experimentation. It would hardly have been remarkable for Hoover to explore these possibilities, especially at a moment when he was experimenting with so many other aspects of his adult identity. Still, to view Hoover’s bonds with other men primarily in romantic or sexual terms is to misunderstand how a fraternity like Kappa Alpha operated. The whole point of joining was to build deep bonds of affection with other men, to find companions who could be loved and trusted throughout the vicissitudes of life. “When I became a member,” one Kappa Alpha recalled to his brothers in 1915, “I promised to take you into my confidence, to share with you my secrets, and, in brief, to treat you with more respect and courtesy than one ordinarily pays a blood relation.” Far from hiding the love that members might develop for each other, the fraternity sought to encourage it, within the proper bounds of “knightly” behavior.27


If there was anything unusual about Hoover, it was perhaps that he threw himself so wholeheartedly into this effort, to the exclusion of most other social interests. For all their soaring rhetoric about the bonds between men, Kappa Alpha members spent a great deal of time trying to attract women, sponsoring dances and receptions intended to lure in members of the opposite sex. Hoover presumably attended these events, but there is no evidence that he showed any interest in heterosexual dating or marriage. In a lifetime of fulfilling expectations, his romantic life was one place where Hoover refused to conform.28


His fraternity brothers, like his high school classmates, seem to have viewed him with some bemusement—at once impressed by his talents and taken aback by his fervor. His nickname in the 1916 yearbook was “Josephus,” after the imposing and mercurial warrior-scholar who wrote the first histories of Jews in Rome. As in the cadet corps, Hoover saw his fraternity brothers not merely as beloved friends, but as men to be improved, disciplined, and taught. In return, they regarded him with not only affection and admiration but also a touch of fear.29





HOOVER WALKED THROUGH HIS GRADUATION in June 1916, listening as President Stockton urged the students to aim high in their future endeavors. Then, for reasons never entirely explained, he decided to stay at GW for an extra year. He enrolled in the university’s small Master of Law program, one of only four students his year working toward that unusual and unnecessary degree. Perhaps he simply wanted the extra credential, a way to set himself apart from the ordinary law student. Or perhaps he was not yet ready to leave his college friends and fraternity. Whatever the cause, it turned out to be a crucial decision. If Hoover had left school in 1916, he would have entered a world of government employment thoroughly familiar to his father and grandfather. By the time he finished a year later, nearly everything had changed. In the spring of 1917, two months before Hoover’s graduation, the United States declared war on Germany. His hometown of Washington became the center of a war machine.30










CHAPTER 6 The Great Adventure (1917–1918)
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An army recruitment poster, 1917. Hoover graduated from law school just as the U.S. was entering World War I. He did not enlist. Instead, he went to work for the Justice Department and stayed there for the rest of his career.
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On the evening of April 2, 1917, two months before Hoover’s law school graduation, President Woodrow Wilson made his way through a gentle rain to the U.S. Capitol, where he asked Congress for a declaration of war. Three days later, Dickerson Hoover resigned from his job at the Coast Survey, bringing a sputtering end to his thirty-seven-year government career. These two events—one of global-historical significance, one intensely private and personal—provide the backdrop for Hoover’s transition from college man into full-time government servant. The war promised unknown peril but also boundless opportunity. Dickerson’s resignation was a reminder of old limits and pressures. Two months after Wilson’s address, Hoover finally left GW with his master’s degree, ready to throw in his lot with the wartime government but also urgently in need of a steady job. This confluence of events helps to explain how Hoover so quickly ended up in the Justice Department and at least a bit about why he stayed for so long.1


At another moment, Hoover’s career might have veered in a different direction, toward tax law, trade regulation, or, like his brother Dick, steamboat inspection. But the months following Hoover’s graduation marked the birth of a vast new experiment in federal surveillance of political dissidents and “alien enemies,” so that was where Hoover got his start. World War I marked a turning point in the history of civil liberties, the moment that the federal government began to watch its citizens and residents on a mass scale, and to keep files on their political activities. Hoover happened to be present at the creation, an accident of timing that forever altered his ambitions and his professional path.2


His introduction came through the German internment program, a haphazard effort aimed at detaining noncitizens alleged to pose a danger to the home front. Today, it is widely known that the United States sent more than a hundred thousand Japanese Americans to internment camps during World War II. Less recognized is that policy’s anti-German precedent, the program in which Hoover first began to experiment with administering and enforcing the law. Hoover took from his wartime experience a budding vision of how federal power could be expanded and multiplied—not only through coercion but also through coordination with local and state governments, and through direct alliances with citizen groups. He also learned how propaganda could shift public opinion, and how willing certain sorts of Americans could be to offer up their services to a cause. He began to think about the limits of federal power, too—what could be done publicly, what had to be done secretly, what should never be attempted at all. He would later oppose Japanese internment based on what he learned during World War I. But during these early years he was a student of wartime processes, not a critic.





WHEN HOOVER ARRIVED AT LAW school, domestic issues like women’s suffrage and socialism had dominated political talk on campus. Slowly, though, the war had begun to crowd out everything else, to become the issue rather than one of many. Events drove that shift: the 1915 sinking of the British merchant boat Lusitania, with more than a hundred Americans aboard; the stalemated battles at the Somme and Verdun in 1916, with their unspeakable death tolls; the calls in many sectors of American society—finance, especially—for more active aid to suffering Britain; the insistence by others that the war was a capitalist conspiracy and a soulless charnel house, with nothing to offer the American people. Hoover did not play much of a role in these campus debates. He focused on grades, fraternity affairs, and his day job ordering books. Like everyone else, though, he eventually found the war impossible to avoid.3


For GW students, the turning point came in the spring of 1916, when the city of Washington began a buildup of National Guard volunteers. The war was controversial at the time; President Wilson ran for reelection on the platform that “He kept us out of war!” On campus, though, war supporters began to recruit for “student military camps,” where interested young men could receive training in cavalry exercises, field surveys, and infantry maneuvers. They were aided in this effort by a long list of military alumni and faculty enthused about what Theodore Roosevelt described as the “Great Adventure” of war. Wilson himself came around to that position in early 1917, as the Germans resumed unrestricted submarine warfare and made a secret bid to bring Mexico into a war against the United States. On April 2, 1917, in the hours before his war message, thousands of protesters had descended on the Capitol, begging him not to lead the nation’s men into the European carnage. But Congress ultimately agreed with Wilson, declaring war in an overwhelming if not unanimous vote.4


Over the next several weeks, the pressure to volunteer for military service intensified at GW, especially among fraternity men. On April 19, two weeks after the declaration of war, Kappa Alpha hosted a banquet where former Missouri governor (and fraternity alum) Joseph Folk emphasized the “spiritualizing influence” bound to result “if every man and woman above 17 wore a uniform of khaki.” The push grew still more intense by May, after Congress approved the president’s request for a nationwide military draft. The draft would apply to all men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty, precisely Hoover’s peer group, and many college men rushed to volunteer, thus avoiding the ignominy and loss of control that might come with conscription. Draft registration was slated to begin on June 5, 1917, one day before Hoover’s graduation.5


All of which raises an obvious question: Why didn’t Hoover join up? He was the right age, with stellar cadet-corps training, about to be finished with law school. He was healthy, capable, and, even at the age of twenty-two, an experienced leader of men. By one estimate, some 80 percent of his Kappa Alpha chapter left for either the army or navy. Hoover continued his life in Washington. As graduation loomed, he reached out to his network of relatives and local contacts, seeking not an officer’s commission (as his training in Company A might have indicated) but a home-front government post. Thanks to their help, in the summer of 1917 he landed a job with the Justice Department at $990 per year. His salary was just $150 more than what he had been earning at the Library of Congress, but it came with a draft exemption.6


Hoover was no doubt relieved to avoid the war. But his decision not to enlist probably had less to do with his temperament or preferences than with the same problem that had constrained his choices after high school: the situation at home. Dickerson experienced no miraculous recovery during Hoover’s law school years. If anything, he appears to have grown worse, unable to maintain even the rudiments of a daily routine. With his resignation from the Coast Survey, Annie and Dickerson lost their income and became dependent on their youngest son. And so Hoover, once again, stayed at home with them.





AFTER HIGH SCHOOL, THERE HAD been something disappointing about remaining in Washington while other men set out to explore the world. This time, the world came to Washington. During the spring and summer of 1917, while Hoover was wrapping up his classes at GW and poking around for employment, some forty thousand war workers poured into the district, each of them hoping to secure a government job. A few were famous and accomplished, “dollar-a-year men” who volunteered their services running the new war agencies. Many more were young and anonymous and spent their days toiling away in “tempos,” the drab temporary office buildings that sprang up along the mall. Later generations would mythologize other moments of intensified federal activity—the imaginative fervor of the New Deal, the vast organizational triumphs of World War II—as among the most vital periods of their lives. For Hoover’s generation, it was the Great War that mattered and that brought the federal government to life on a grand scale.7


Countless “firsts” were rushed into being during those early months of war: the first mass draft, the first widespread use of the income tax, the first significant experiments in federal propaganda and surveillance. The swiftness and scale of these changes have led historians to identify 1917 as the moment the American state began to acquire its truly modern form, the one in which men like Hoover would make their careers. In Washington, the lived experience of the wartime bureaucracy was not quite so tidy. What stood out to many federal employees was not how powerful the government was but how weak it seemed, and how little anyone appeared to know what they were doing.


The anxieties bubbled up everywhere: Who would pay for the war? Who would fight in it? Would the American people support it? Could the war indeed be won? Wilson had a simple answer to most of these questions: a democratic people would fight a war for democracy through democratic means. What he meant in theory was that all forms of mobilization, from the draft to war finance, would be voluntary rather than coercive. In practice, this approach had a darker side, an insistence on conformity that tended to fuel both vigilante violence and a new regime of speech codes and legal restrictions. Going to war had never been popular: German Americans did not want to fight against Germany; Irish Americans did not want to fight on behalf of England; workers, socialists, and Westerners showed little interest in fighting to make good on New York bankers’ overseas loans. The war effort thus began amid cries to squelch “disloyalty,” root out spies, and silence internal critics. Like many war workers, Hoover found himself pushed and pulled between competing imperatives—to build new structures while maintaining traditional limits, to suppress dissent while fighting a democratic war.8


This combination of ambition and anxiety, of liberation and repression, could be found nearly everywhere in Washington. With the influx of war workers, housing suddenly became a precious commodity. Boarders began to crowd into homes that had once housed single families. Annie and Dickerson took in a man named Roy Plympton, a twenty-nine-year-old postal worker who, like Hoover, seems to have avoided the draft. There were soldiers around the city, too: a total of 130,000 men in uniform within a twenty-five-mile radius. Perhaps most visible of all were the single young women, arriving from small towns across the country to take up secretarial work. Late in life, one of Hoover’s confidants would spread the story that Hoover had fallen in love with one of these war workers in 1917, a woman named Alice who broke his heart by taking up with a soldier fighting in France. If true (and the evidence is meager), it would mark an important moment in Hoover’s coming-of-age, his first serious flirtation with a member of the opposite sex.9


More likely, Hoover was simply part of the wartime social whirl, with its tendency to push back against the strictures he had absorbed as a church boy and perfect student. The presence of so many young, transient people gave Washington a new energy but also a sense of social chaos and disorder. The city went dry in the fall of 1917, a morals measure promoted by Texas senator (and loyal Kappa Alpha brother) Morris Sheppard. But such restrictions did not prevent the development of an energetic underground social scene. Despite its martial atmosphere, Washington was an exciting, even wild place to be as the war began. “The one invariable rule seemed to be that every individual was found doing something he or she had never dreamed of doing before,” a local writer observed. That insight turned out to be one of the open secrets of the war: If you were headed to the battlefields of France, you were in serious trouble. If you were in Washington, you were indeed embarking upon a “Great Adventure.”10





HOOVER BEGAN HIS JOB AT the Justice Department on July 26, 1917, six days after the national draft lottery. In later years, July 26 would emerge as a storied date in FBI lore, celebrated with flowers, parties, and letters of congratulation. In 1917, though, very little about the Justice Department seemed especially promising. Created by Congress during Reconstruction, the department had spent the past half century dealing mostly with issues of trade and taxation and cleaning up after botched elections. Until 1917, the department was insignificant enough to fit into a limestone mansion that had once been a stand-alone private residence. Hoover’s arrival coincided with the move to an eight-story office building, a sign not only of the department’s growing size and status but also of the mounting wartime chaos.11


The man in charge at Justice was an antitrust lawyer named Thomas Gregory, the first of many attorneys general who would come and go over the course of Hoover’s career. To a Kappa Alpha like Hoover, Gregory was a familiar type. Born in Mississippi, the son of a Confederate doctor, he had come of age in the turmoil of Reconstruction and emerged as a passionate Texas Democrat. Once in Washington, he stayed loyal to the Southern Society, home to many influential Kappa Alphas. He had accepted the post of attorney general on the assumption that he would continue his antitrust work while helping Wilson solidify Democratic power. When war broke out, he found himself grappling with “activities wholly different in character.”


Among those activities, three stood out as major sources of controversy and challenge. The first was draft enforcement, a duty that required the Justice Department to police the compliance of millions of American men. The second came under the auspices of the Espionage Act of 1917, passed in June as a tool for suppressing not only bona fide foreign espionage but also any act that might “willfully cause or attempt to cause insubordination, disloyalty, mutiny, or refusal of duty, in the military or naval forces of the United States.” Finally, there was the “alien enemy” problem—the issue of what to do about noncitizens born in belligerent countries but currently living in the United States, where they were now suspected of danger or disloyalty. As Gregory noted, all three of these duties fundamentally altered the Justice Department’s “relationship to the daily life and habits of our citizens.” From his first day on the job, Hoover was thrown into negotiating this new relationship between the government and its citizens and finding his own place within it.12


Out of the war came his first experiences in surveillance, detection, and law enforcement. And there were other lessons as well, in governance and bureaucracy, in managing an organization that suddenly found itself under tremendous pressure to deliver. Like Herbert Putnam at the Library of Congress, Gregory provided Hoover with a model of institutional leadership, and one much closer to Hoover’s future profession. The attorney general could be venomous toward “disloyal” Americans. “May God have mercy on them, for they need expect none from an outraged people and an avenging Government,” he declared in one oft-cited speech. At the same time, Gregory cautioned against mob violence and prejudging German-born residents. He showed a similarly mixed approach when it came to federal power, expanding the Justice Department bureaucracy while also warning against creating bureaucracies that might be impossible to dismantle when the war ended. Gregory worked to build the wartime government, but he did so with one eye on conservative states’ rights principles and another on the dangerous passions that could be unleashed by “100 percent Americanism.”13





IN THE FIRST DOCUMENT HE signed as a Justice Department employee, Hoover promised to “support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.” In 1917, that meant dealing with one of the new facets of the department’s war work: the internment and registration of German “alien enemies.” Most of this work took place within the War Emergency Division, created to serve as a clearinghouse for home-front intelligence. Hoover also came into contact during these first few months with the organization to which he would dedicate his life: the Justice Department’s little-known Bureau of Investigation. Just nine years old in 1917, the Bureau functioned as the department’s detective wing, investigating violations of federal law. Hoover’s first encounters with Bureau agents came through his German internment work: they performed the on-the-ground field inquiries while he processed the cases from Washington. He must have liked what he saw. For the rest of his life, he would champion the investigative process as one of the government’s highest callings.14


During his war address in April, Wilson had delivered a warning to foreign-born residents who had neglected to become American citizens, vowing to use the “firm hand of stern repression” in all cases of “disloyalty.” Millions of Americans had responded to his call by purging their communities of all things German: no more Beethoven or Wagner, no more German-language instruction, no more “sauerkraut” or “hamburgers” (instead, Americans ate “liberty cabbage” and “liberty sandwiches”). Some citizens went even further, engaging in acts of group violence to police patriotism by force. On the same day as Wilson’s speech, a mob in Wyoming seized a pro-German loyalist and hung him from a tree; they cut him down before he could choke to death and forced him to kiss the American flag in gratitude. On August 1, just days after Hoover started his job, another vigilante group abducted anti-war labor radical Frank Little in Butte, Montana, tied him to the back of a car, and hauled him through the town before hanging him from a railroad trestle.15


Americans justified such actions by pointing not only to wartime atrocities, but to the menace of home-front sabotage. As early as 1915, military authorities had begun to warn that German agents were behind mysterious explosions of ships and defense facilities along the East Coast. The worst episode occurred at Black Tom Island, just off the tip of Manhattan. There, saboteurs blew up a federal munitions depot and produced a massive explosion that killed several people and rattled the entire city. It would take two decades for the government to prove definitively that Black Tom was, indeed, an act of German sabotage. But many Americans needed no convincing about the potential for Germany teachery. According to one study, more than seventy people in the United States died at the hands of home-front mobs during 1917 and 1918.16


The Department of Justice responded to anti-German sentiment with both alarm and encouragement. Attorney General Gregory urged Americans to exercise restraint despite the passions of war, and to respect the rights of both German citizens and anti-war dissenters. At the same time, he licensed the creation of a volunteer brigade known as the American Protective League, soliciting some 250,000 men to sign up as deputies of the Justice Department to provide extra manpower in enforcing wartime laws. Though Gregory had hoped that the organization might constrain certain mob tendencies, APL members soon became vigilantes in their own right, zealously seeking out immigrants and flashing badges that identified them as “secret service” operatives despite a near-total lack of screening or training.17


Wartime restrictions reinforced their sense of righteousness. By executive order, all German-born men over the age of fourteen who had not become U.S. citizens were automatically considered “alien enemies,” a category that meant they had to register with the federal government and could be “apprehended, restrained, secured, and removed” at any moment. Those who remained at large were forbidden to live within half a mile of any military facility and could not own guns or other “implements of war.” They were also not permitted to live anywhere within Washington, D.C., making the national capital the only American city to purge itself entirely of noncitizen Germans. Those who resisted were subject to arrest and imprisonment in an army-run internment camp, surrounded by barbed wire.18


Hoover’s earliest duties at the Justice Department seem to have focused on “questions relating to the parole of men in detention,” especially German seamen who had been captured in American waters. By December, he moved on to offering preliminary assessments of internment cases themselves. Most of the alleged violations were procedural rather than overtly dangerous: living too close to the waterfront, failing to register as an alien enemy. It was up to Hoover not to gather evidence but to render judgment. There were no hearings or trials, just a few sheets of paper outlining the known facts. If the department so decided, the accused could be sent without further question to a military internment facility and forced to stay there, potentially for the duration of the war.


These were subjective decisions, often made in haste. “I have a feeling of suspicion about this fellow and recommend permanent detention as the safest course,” wrote one Justice Department lawyer, reviewing the case of a Southern Pacific railroad employee whose route took him near wartime facilities. Hoover relied on similarly vague instincts to render his decisions. In one case, he recommended internment for a man who had denounced President Wilson as a “cock-sucker and a thief”; the man, Hoover concluded, used “various vulgar and obscene remarks” in the service of “the most pronounced pro-German expressions.” Hoover felt similarly alarmed about the case of a German teenager who had fought beside Pancho Villa in Mexico, then snuck back across the U.S. border. In yet another case, he identified a man’s “lying about his social standing and connections” as a reason for internment, despite the fact that allegations of spying and direct contact with German agents “have not been able to be substantiated by evidence.”19


But Hoover could also show compassion and a willingness to give accused men a second chance. In one case, he reviewed the arrest of German citizen Max Schachman, accused of selling whiskey to men in uniform and “soliciting men for immoral women.” These were clear violations of wartime statutes. Hoover recommended that Schachman nonetheless be paroled, perhaps since the man was the sole support for a wife and three children. In a similar case, Hoover argued for mercy toward a German-born sailor who had snuck back into maritime employment (forbidden by wartime regulations) after failing to find a job on dry land. Hoover even suggested parole for the Southern Pacific employee who engendered the “feeling of suspicion” in his Justice Department colleague. In all three instances, Hoover acknowledged that the men had broken the law but declined to see them as dangers to the war effort. But in all three cases he was overruled by superiors.20


He may have concluded from this experience that compassion and restraint were unlikely to be rewarded, especially in moments of national emergency. By the attorney general’s estimate, more than six thousand “suspected enemy aliens” were interned or detained under presidential warrants for the duration of the war, along with “several thousand” more held for shorter periods. The salutary effects of the program, he boasted, were even more widespread. “The summary character and severe penalty of internment has acted throughout the country as a powerful deterrent against alien-enemy activity,” Gregory wrote in 1918. What mattered, in this view, was not that the program doled out perfect justice, but that it taught a lesson about the power and reach of the wartime government.21





THOUGH HOOVER WAS ASSIGNED TO German cases, he also witnessed a second—and ultimately more influential—campaign of surveillance and prosecution during those first months of war. This one targeted men and women of the American left, self-admitted revolutionaries who held the war in open contempt as a needless bloodbath and an act of imperial folly. They came in a variety of affiliations: disciples of the Midwestern socialist Eugene Debs; militant unionists from the Industrial Workers of the World; anarchists who appealed for an end to both capitalism and organized government; Black activists who opposed the war as an exercise in democratic hypocrisy. During Wilson’s first term, they had all spoken out vociferously against the “hell of slaughter” propagated “by the ruling class to rob and kill and enslave the working class,” in Debs’s words. Until the spring of 1917, those sentiments had been reasonably popular, attracting thousands of followers to rallies and protests. Once Congress entered the war and approved the Espionage Act, however, popular sentiment shifted, and the few remaining dissenters found themselves isolated and vulnerable. The Bolshevik Revolution, which erupted in November 1917, added to the sense that revolutionary socialism could be a dangerous force, especially during the instability of wartime.22


There is no evidence that Hoover had thought systematically about socialism, anarchism, or other forms of left-wing politics before his arrival at the Justice Department in 1917. During high school, the debate team had taken on questions of free speech and labor activism, but it gave equal time to both sides. At the Library of Congress, he had processed books on European socialists and revolutionaries, but had little time to read them or think about how they applied to American life. From Kappa Alpha and the Presbyterian Church he picked up general suspicions about immigrants and radicals and racial minorities, but those views were hardly exceptional, even in progressive circles. Though Hoover had been taught to be wary of such groups, he appeared to have no fixed ideas about what lay behind left-wing sentiment or what the nation might do about it.


The wartime Justice Department provided his education. Hoover’s first day of work occurred just as the department closed its headline-grabbing trial against the famed anarchists Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman, two of the first political dissenters to be prosecuted under the wartime laws. Beginning in May 1917, Goldman and Berkman had hosted several meetings of their hastily formed No-Conscription League, designed to foment resistance to the federal draft. Both had previously spent time in jail: Goldman for incitement to riot and defiance of laws forbidding public discussion of birth control; Berkman for his 1892 assassination attempt on the industrialist Henry Clay Frick. Now they were being prosecuted for violating the new draft laws. In July 1917, a federal jury convicted them of conspiracy to disrupt the war effort, and a judge sentenced them each to two years in prison, plus a ten-thousand-dollar fine.23


In the months that followed, Hoover saw cases mounted against dozens, then hundreds, then thousands of other men and women, most of them war dissenters and radicals. The Department of Justice made a special effort to rein in the Industrial Workers of the World, the only major labor organization to continue speaking out against Wilson’s war effort. On September 5, 1917, six weeks into Hoover’s new job, federal agents and local police raided IWW offices throughout the country, seizing membership rolls and arresting the organization’s leadership. That summer, after a spectacular mass trial, a Chicago federal judge sentenced nearly a hundred Wobbly leaders to prison for violations of the Espionage and Selective Service Acts. The organization’s figurehead, the one-eyed former miner Bill Haywood, received a draconian sentence of twenty years in federal prison.24


The list of prosecutions went on and on, ranging from pacifists to brash revolutionaries to those who simply happened to say the wrong thing at the wrong time. Among the groups targeted were Black editors and activists, who tended to focus their commentary not on the foreign conflict, but on the vicious racial war brewing at home. Skeptical of Wilson’s democratic language, they did not hesitate to point out that lynching, economic repression, Jim Crow, and denials of voting rights hardly made the U.S. a model for the world. If anything, the war seemed to be making things worse at home. In East Saint Louis, Illinois, white residents responded to an influx of Black defense workers with a weeklong riot that left dozens of Black residents dead and hundreds more fleeing for their lives. Justice officials responded not by attempting to stem the violence, but by prosecuting dissenters who dared to suggest that Black men should not fight “to make the world safe for a democracy that you can’t enjoy.”25


These early raids and speech laws would have a profound influence on Hoover’s postwar life, his first encounter with the political questions and surveillance techniques that would ultimately define his career. In 1917, though, he was just beginning to figure out what it all meant, a student of men who believed that mere criticism of the government necessitated a “firm hand of stern repression.”





IN NOVEMBER, AS HOOVER APPROACHED his twenty-third birthday, President Wilson announced another major task for the Justice Department. Beginning in February, all German-born men who were not citizens of the United States would be expected to register with the federal government. The logistical challenge was tailor-made for the skills Hoover had acquired at the Library of Congress. Under the registration program, almost half a million names would be gathered, filed, cataloged, and processed. It was here, in the realm of bureaucracy and administration, that Hoover truly made his mark.26


The registration campaign opened nationwide on February 4. Hoover was assigned to coordinate the effort in New York, where local police gathered the initial forms before passing them along to the Justice Department. The assignment was itself a small vote of confidence; New York was the nation’s largest city and boasted its highest concentration of Germans. He excelled at the work. Throughout the spring and into the summer, his office maintained a relentless focus on registration: forms and lists needed in triplicate, affidavits to be signed, “indistinct” photographs to be retaken. Hoover seemed to have boundless energy for counting and recounting, then seeking out additional files. In May, his office complained that they had received only 15,146 enemy alien affidavits, wondering where the other 24,216 might be. As time went on, the numbers of missing files grew smaller but Hoover’s attention to detail did not. To the 94th Precinct in Brooklyn he protested that he had received 626 names of registered aliens, but only 624 affidavits. The affidavits themselves he scrutinized page by page, noting whether all questions had been answered properly and whether the registration officer had signed each statement. When the president ordered that German-born women, too, should register, Hoover took on the extra paperwork, supervising thousands of new registrations throughout New York City. His dedication would have been impressive under any circumstances, the sort of devotion and efficiency that bosses tend to notice. At the Justice Department in the spring of 1918, it made him nothing short of invaluable.27


Soon enough, Hoover’s bosses began to reward his success. Within a year, he earned a promotion to the position of “attorney.” His salary nearly doubled as well, from $990 to $1,800. This followed the pattern he had established at the Library of Congress—hard work and quick promotion, accompanied by monetary reward. It also fulfilled one of the great unspoken hopes of his childhood: that he would someday surpass his father. After little more than a year, Hoover was making almost as much as Dickerson had earned after a lifetime of work at the Coast Survey.28





AND THEN THE WHOLE THING was over, almost as suddenly as it had begun. Socially, the whirl of wartime activity began to slow in September 1918, when the global flu pandemic hit Washington. City authorities shut down public schools, movie theaters, stores, churches, restaurants—anything that was not essential war work, in anyplace residents might be at risk of contracting the virus. The toll was vicious nonetheless: thirty-five thousand flu cases and thirty-five hundred deaths in just six weeks. By the time Washington began to recover, the war itself was drawing to a close. On November 5, the Republicans retook Congress in the midterm elections, a pitiless rejection of Wilson’s plea for Democratic support to negotiate a “democratic peace.” Still, peace was coming. With it would come the dismantling of the wartime bureaucracy.29


Hoover anticipated these events and set out to secure himself a peacetime government job. In early November, he drummed up a letter of recommendation for a post in the Labor Department, where former Alabama congressman (and prominent Kappa Alpha) John Abercrombie was now the solicitor. He also sought out a permanent position within the Justice Department, securing a memo that testified to his “exceptional ability” in alien registration matters. Both documents stressed the qualities that had made him a standout in high school and college: “He works hard and industriously, putting in much overtime work”; “He is thorough, dependable and diligent in all that he undertakes.” Neither one described him as especially brilliant or creative. Rather, they emphasized his capacity and willingness to complete high volumes of tedious work.30


When the armistice finally took effect on November 11, Washington citizens lit bonfires on the White House Ellipse—symbols of victory, but also pyres to mark the death of their wartime city. Two days later, Hoover signed an oath vowing to “support and defend the Constitution of the United States” once again, this time as an employee of the peacetime Department of Justice.31










CHAPTER 7 The Radical Division (1919)
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Cartoon depicting the deportation of 249 alleged anarchists, including the famed Emma Goldman, in December 1919. As the twenty-four-year-old head of the Justice Department’s new Radical Division, Hoover orchestrated the deportation effort.
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In most lives, there are years when things move faster than usual, when change finally arrives with an unmistakable thump. For Hoover, 1919 was one of those years. During a few short months, as the war receded and the postwar world took shape, he found his life’s mission. In 1919, he began to engage directly with the “radical problem,” to confront the constellation of anarchists, socialists, communists, and Black activists that he would seek to contain for the rest of his life. He also earned what was arguably the most important promotion of his career. He started the year as a nobody, a mid-ranking ex–war worker at a shrinking government agency. By late summer, he had become the wunderkind head of the Justice Department’s new Radical Division, located in the organization to which he would devote his life: the Bureau of Investigation.


What Hoover accomplished during his first months at the Radical Division forever changed the nature of American politics, launching an unprecedented experiment in peacetime political surveillance. And yet Hoover was as much a servant as a leader during 1919, still following the dictates and priorities of older, more powerful men. His own ideas about radicalism were not terribly unique; in the turmoil of 1919, with millions of workers on strike and enthusiasm for socialist revolution sweeping through Europe, plenty of Americans shared a basic desire to suppress revolutionary thought and social disorder. As during the war, Hoover’s strength lay in his ability to make the mechanisms of government work productively toward a widely shared (if controversial) political goal. He lacked—and would never quite acquire—any real understanding of radicals themselves, of why men and women might think that the United States and its capitalist system should be transformed in the name of social justice. But he had a quick mind and an enthusiasm for organization that made him valuable to the postwar government. At the age of twenty-four, Hoover already knew things about bureaucracy and government that helped him stand out as a man capable beyond his years. In other ways, though, he was remarkably young and parochial, still sleeping in his childhood bedroom, still part of the same conservative tight-knit Washington society in which he had come of age.


Looking back, Hoover would speak only selectively about what happened in 1919, claiming that he played little role in that year’s so-called Red Scare or in the Palmer Raids, its most infamous feature. In truth, he was a critical part of the effort, and his experiences that year provided another lasting element of his political education.





THAT 1919 WOULD BE A turning point for Hoover was not at all evident when the year began. On January 1, his twenty-fourth birthday, his family life looked much as it had for years. There was Annie and there was Dickerson, and they lived with a lengthening shadow over their home. Retirement had not eased Dickerson’s mental distress. If anything, it seems to have made his depression worse, removing what little structure had once held his life together.


For Hoover, work became a great escape, but opportunities for advancement dried up fast in the first months after the war. By early 1919, high-level appointees were flooding back out of the capital, off to resume the more profitable ventures of private life. Many lower-level workers stayed at first, hoping to make a go of their new careers. They found to their dismay that federal employment was now an uncertain business. Nearly all the colleagues who would later form Hoover’s inner circle shared this disconcerting experience, spending the war in Washington and then holding on against the odds when others gave up and retreated.


Hoover spent much of that time trying to recapture the routines of his prewar life. He once again took a leadership role at Kappa Alpha, now as one of the older men who liked to hang around the chapter house. Elected treasurer of the local alumni association, in early 1919 he helped to lead the hunt for a headquarters worthy of the fraternity’s self-image: “a big national club in Washington City, with a big n——at the front door in long coat and brass buttons to greet you with ‘Yassah, Boss,’ ” as the KA journal put it, using openly racist language. For social activities, the Washington alumni held discussions on “the origins and development of the Ku Klux Klan” while the nearby Maryland chapter pioneered a racially degrading blackface tradition known as the Cotton Pickers’ Minstrel. When the new Washington headquarters opened, the fraternity journal celebrated the fulfillment of its original vision. “The big n——in a long coat and brass buttons was at the front door,” the journal reported. Hoover was one of the men who made it happen.1


On the professional side, though, there was not much to do except watch and wait. With Wilson away at the Paris Peace Conference, Hoover seems to have spent the end of 1918 and the beginning of 1919 wrapping up wartime duties at the Justice Department, unsure about what to do next. That sense of uncertainty was only fueled by what was happening in the rest of the country, where 1919 was shaping up to be one of the most dramatic years on record. On February 6, union workers shut down the city of Seattle in a spectacular general strike, holding out for five days before the threat of federal troops forced them back to work. Meanwhile congressional committees were starting to turn away from the European war to investigate a “class war” potentially brewing at home. That same month, North Carolina senator Lee Overman announced that his Senate subcommittee, originally convened to combat German propaganda, would now investigate labor unrest and Soviet-inspired revolutionary activity.


He found plenty to go on. In March 1919, Lenin announced the creation of the Third International, or Comintern, a central organizing body intended to foment global revolution. He acknowledged in a public letter to American workers that “it may take a long time before help can come from you.” But for many Americans, including Hoover, the possibility of revolution did not look so remote. Ultimately, 1919 turned out to be one of the most strike-prone years in U.S. history; more than four million workers—20 percent of the workforce—walked off their jobs. While many were seeking primarily to keep up with a sharp spike in the postwar cost of living, there was enough revolutionary language, and real revolutionary sentiment, to heighten concerns in Washington. At the War Department, officials came up with War Plan White, a secret program for suppressing a nationwide insurrection. At the Justice Department, the challenge of figuring out what to do fell to A. Mitchell Palmer, Wilson’s next appointee as attorney general—and Hoover’s next boss.2





FOR MORE THAN A CENTURY, Palmer has occupied “an unenviable place in history as the leading symbol of the great Red Scare of 1919–20,” in the words of his biographer. That was not his goal when he became attorney general in 1919. The son of Pennsylvania Quakers, Palmer had started his political career as a dutiful party servant and congressional hopeful, an ambitious Democrat in a dauntingly Republican state. Against the odds, he won election to Congress in 1908. Against even greater odds, he helped Woodrow Wilson achieve a respectable showing in Pennsylvania in 1912. As attorney general, he assumed office with broad support, especially among Wilson Democrats. From there, he hoped for a smooth ride all the way to the White House as the next Democratic presidential nominee. That this did not happen owes a great deal to the work he and Hoover began performing together in the summer of 1919.3


War laws such as the Espionage Act were still in effect when Palmer took office, since the Great Powers had yet to settle upon a treaty in Paris. But nobody at Justice seemed sure about what to do with those laws now that the country was—practically, if not technically—at peace. Once in office, Palmer ordered thousands of German alien enemies released from parole and imprisonment. But when it came to the question of what to do about political radicals—the department’s other chief target of wartime suspicions—he hesitated, unsure about both the limits and possibilities of the attorney general’s prosecutive power.


As an alternative to criminal prosecution, he turned to an area of law where federal authority seemed more certain. In October 1918, just weeks before the end of the war, Congress passed an immigration bill allowing for the deportation of all noncitizens “who are members of, or affiliated with, any organization, association, society, or group, that writes, circulates, distributes, prints, publishes, or displays” material calling for “sabotage,” “the unlawful assaulting or killing of any office or officers of the Government,” or “the overthrow by force or violence of the Government of the United States.” The law specifically targeted “aliens who are members of the anarchistic and similar classes,” aiming to provide the Justice Department with wide latitude to go after the country’s small but energetic anarchist movement. That movement contained a wide range of adherents, from utopian pacifists to figures such as Luigi Galleani, an Italian-born anarchist who openly advocated terrorism and assassination as tools of revolution. In November 1918, less than a month after the law’s passage, the government had begun to issue deportation warrants for Galleani and his followers.4


Even a deportation campaign was not the sort of thing that Palmer planned to do immediately, however. In order to carry out deportations, the Justice Department required the cooperation of the Labor Department, which had jurisdiction over all immigration matters. Palmer, in turn, needed someone familiar with the surveillance and deportation process, preferably someone already well connected at Labor. In March 1919, he promoted Hoover to the position of special assistant to the attorney general, charged with answering queries about immigration and deportation law. A month later, the issue acquired a new sense of urgency.5





ON APRIL 28, 1919, A novelty package from Gimbels department store arrived at the office of Seattle mayor Ole Hanson. The box came sheathed in the official Gimbels wrapping paper. Inside, the package contained a thin glass vial, topped by a cap that seemed to be leaking some sort of liquid. Called in to examine the contents, police determined that the “novelty sample” was actually a bomb, the liquid was nitric acid, and someone was trying to kill the mayor.6


The story of Hanson’s close call barely made the Washington, D.C., papers. The following day, however, another Gimbels bomb showed up, this time at the home of Senator Thomas Hardwick in Georgia. Assuming the shipment contained a pencil sample, Hardwick’s wife instructed a maid to open it. The bomb blew off the maid’s hands at the wrist and burned through one of her eyes, leaving her “fighting against odds for her life,” in the words of an Atlanta paper. At this point, Washington began to pay attention. Both Hardwick and Hanson had taken a hard line against radical “agitators”: Hanson as the mayor who had crushed the Seattle general strike; Hardwick as the chief sponsor of the Immigration Act of 1918. It was not much of a leap to conclude that their antiradical positions and their status as bombing targets might be connected.7


In New York, a postal clerk reading about the Hardwick bomb had an even more alarming thought. A few days earlier, he had set aside a pile of Gimbels packages for lack of postage. When he rushed back to the central post office, he found sixteen bombs sitting in the postage-due area, addressed to some of the most prominent men in American life. All told, the authorities uncovered thirty bombs scattered throughout the postal system, most likely “an anarchist plot to spread terror throughout the country,” in the words of the Associated Press. Among those targeted were more than a dozen Washington officials, including Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., immigration commissioner Anthony Caminetti, labor secretary William B. Wilson—and attorney general A. Mitchell Palmer.8


At first, Palmer urged calm in response to the mail bombs—which, after all, had largely failed (if due mostly to the bombers’ incompetence). Other would-be victims were not so sanguine. “I trust Washington will buck up and clean up and either hang or incarcerate for life all the anarchists in the country,” Mayor Hanson declared. “If the government doesn’t clean them up I will.” As if in response to Hanson’s call, on May Day—the international workers’ day of revolution—groups of soldiers and sailors smashed their way into left-wing meeting halls throughout New York, ransacking literature, beating peaceful demonstrators, and throwing members out onto the streets. In Cleveland, a police detective shot and killed a man during May Day demonstrations, while the downtown turned into “a seething mass of socialists, police, civilians, and soldiers” subdued only after at least one rolled in. Washington itself escaped largely untouched by the May Day episodes, but the local papers told of the escalating violence: first the general strike, then the bombs, then the near riots across the country. “May Day has come and gone, leaving in its trail a record of bloody clashes between anarchy and law,” The Washington Post reported. “Over the scene was the terrible shadow of a dastardly bomb plot aimed at the lives of prominent citizens who had been marked for slaughter by secret assassins.”9


And then came an event so extraordinary—and so well coordinated in its violence—that even those inclined to dismiss such worries had to take notice. On the evening of June 2, Palmer had just retired for the night when he heard a loud thump. Moments later came a roar, then the whoosh of shattering glass, as the walls of the house trembled around him. Someone had thrown a bomb at the front door, decimating the downstairs parlor. Assistant secretary of the navy Franklin Roosevelt came running from his house across the street and found Palmer “theeing” and “thouing” on the lawn, the shock of the blast having summoned forth his childhood Quakerisms. Human limbs and bits of flesh covered the yard, the remains of the man who had transported the bomb. Scattered across the lawn was a series of pink paper pamphlets titled “Plain Words” and signed by “The Anarchist Fighters.”


The missives complained of the repression visited upon dissenters during the war. “We have been dreaming of freedom, we have talked of liberty, we have aspired to a better world, and you jailed us, you clubbed us, you deported us, you murdered us whenever you could.” The so-called Anarchist Fighters also foretold a coming war against the American ruling class. “There will have to be bloodshed; we will not dodge; there will have to be murder: we will kill, because it is necessary.” Later that night, Palmer learned that similar flyers had been found outside midnight bomb explosions in six other cities, including Cleveland, Boston, and New York. Though only one person had been killed, there was no mistaking either the bombers’ intent or their sophisticated level of coordination.10





HOOVER AWOKE THE NEXT MORNING to a city suddenly back at war, its public buildings under heavy guard and its public men braced for attack. At the Capitol, congressmen spoke loudly of new legislation “to deal with acts of violence designed to overthrow the government.” Palmer welcomed several of them into his wrecked library, where they encouraged him to “ask for what you want” to address the radical threat. When Palmer appeared at Justice offices later that day, he shuttered himself in a conference room with top federal and police officials to decide just what that might be. He emerged with a statement labeling the bombs the work of the country’s “anarchistic element,” aimed at nothing less than the destruction of the government. To curb this threat, he soon announced a plan to reorganize the Justice Department’s antiradical and investigative operations.11


Palmer had already identified a top candidate to take over the Bureau of Investigation: William J. Flynn, a New York cop and federal investigator turned national celebrity and private eye. It would be Flynn’s job to solve the two major bomb plots, to sift through the human flesh and singed flyers left on Palmer’s lawn. But Palmer’s reorganization had another aim as well: “a drastic policy of deporting all alien radicals,” as The Washington Post described it. That policy reflected Palmer’s assumption that his attackers had been immigrants, carrying out forms of violent revolt alien to the American people. To coordinate a deportation campaign, though, he would need men with skills different from Flynn’s: lawyers who knew how to manage large amounts of information, make immigration cases, and see those cases through the federal bureaucracy.12


It is surely no coincidence that Hoover sent his first known memo on the subject of radicalism on June 14, the day after Palmer appeared before Congress. Any ambitious man might have read the situation this way, seeing in the reorganization a surge of new funds and opportunities for advancement. Hoover also happened to be well qualified for the work, one of the few Justice employees already skilled in “alien” matters. Yet what finally brought him into Palmer’s inner circle may have had less to do with particular skills than with his Kappa Alpha connections—specifically, his connection to John Abercrombie, the former Alabama congressman and stalwart KA who was now serving as the solicitor of labor. In order to carry out large-scale deportation, Palmer needed the cooperation of the Labor Department, which maintained jurisdiction over all immigration matters. When labor secretary William B. Wilson left Washington for several months to attend to his dying wife, he placed the department and its immigration matters in Abercrombie’s care.


Hoover never acknowledged the role his fraternity connections may have played in his rising status at the Justice Department. Whatever the cause, in the summer of 1919 he found himself plucked from obscurity to become the point man between Labor and Justice—and thus one of the key players in the emerging deportation campaign. On July 1, less than a month after the bombing of his house, Palmer gave Hoover a 50 percent raise. He also put Hoover in charge of the Justice Department’s new “Radical Division.”13





ON JULY 19, 1919, LESS than three weeks after Hoover’s appointment, Washington exploded again. The instigators this time were not anarchists but U.S. soldiers and sailors. Rumors had circulated that a Black man had attempted to rape a white woman, the wife of a naval officer. In retaliation, a mob of white servicemen set off down Pennsylvania Avenue armed with makeshift weapons, including wooden planks and lead pipes. Like so many other cities that summer, Washington soon erupted into mass violence, with armed white residents attacking Black neighborhoods and Black residents defending their homes and families with whatever weapons they could find. By the time President Wilson called in the army to restore order on July 22, more than a dozen men and women lay dead, both white and Black. Hoover blamed the violence on Black intellectuals and agitators. “Something must be done to the editors of [Black] publications as they are beyond doubt exciting the negro elements of this country to riot,” he wrote. He modeled his approach on what he had seen at the Justice Department during the war, when Black editors had been targeted for surveillance and prosecution. Now gathering information on such matters fell under the umbrella of his new Radical Division, scheduled to open its doors on August 1.14


Officially, the Radical Division fell within the Bureau of Investigation, the Justice Department’s detective body. But Hoover was not identified as a Bureau agent, and there was no expectation that he would perform the field investigations in which agents specialized. As Flynn noted in an August 12 memo, the Radical Division existed primarily for research and coordination, tasked with sorting evidence gathered by other men and orchestrating the mechanisms of deportation. Hoover’s duties included building up detailed files on members of “anarchistic and similar classes,” documenting their citizenship status and political affiliations. It also required analytic research of the sort Hoover had first engaged in as a high school debater, distilling tangled arguments about “Bolshevism and kindred agitations” into a persuasive legal case for deportation.15


With these instructions in place, Hoover began an experiment unprecedented in federal history: the first systematic peacetime attempt to track the political opinions of noncitizens and to deport them en masse. He also began to collect information on native-born and naturalized citizens, assuming that the federal government would soon enact a peacetime sedition statute allowing for the prosecution and jailing of U.S. radicals. That initiative encompassed potentially hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of Americans, anyone whose “kindred agitations” might bring them under federal scrutiny. To carry out this gargantuan task, Hoover was assigned a Washington staff of thirty-one men and women (mostly clerks and typists), along with sixty-one field agents rerouted from traditional Bureau duties.16


While Hoover played little role in selecting most of his field employees, like the Library of Congress’s Herbert Putnam he went out of his way to recruit a tight circle of assistants. Most of his field employees were much older and more experienced, seasoned investigators reallocated to the new division. For his own assistants, Hoover chose men who were as young and inexperienced as he was—and who were, not incidentally, already his friends. He recruited Frank Baughman, his old Kappa Alpha pal, now returned from the war. He also hired George Ruch, a Central High and GW law school graduate.


Hoover began his first months as a federal administrator with a surprising degree of autonomy. Contrary to later myth, he did not come up with the idea of deportation raids or set high-level strategy in 1919. He did, however, exercise some control over how information was sorted, collated, and interpreted. His first triumph was the file system. “When the Radical Division was formed,” he wrote that fall, “the files of the Bureau of Investigation were found to be in such shape as to be of practically little or no use in the preparation of cases for deportation.” According to Hoover’s assessment, finding a single case file could take up to three or four hours. Locating the files of everyone who belonged to a given organization was nearly impossible. Hoover thus set out to do for the Radical Division what Putnam had done for the Library of Congress: to make its vast stores of information accessible at a moment’s notice.


He called his process the Editorial File System, placing himself at its core. All reports coming from the field were to be routed directly through his office, marked “Attn. Mr. Hoover.” From there, he passed the documents on to an editorial room, where his small staff drew up separate index cards classifying each report by subject name, state, city, organization, ideological orientation, periodical, and event. Once the index cards existed, clerks filed the reports according to a numbered classification system modeled on Putnam’s Library of Congress catalog. By early fall, Hoover boasted that the Division’s cabinets held fifty thousand index cards. By end of his first year, that number had reached more than one hundred thousand. The time necessary to find any given document shrank accordingly, down to “at the maximum within two minutes.” Hoover insisted on reading as much of the material as possible, then writing out meticulous instructions to field agents. He doubted the competence of his inherited employees, who “had little or no knowledge of the requirements of the immigration law,” and who turned in reports riddled with errors and inconsistencies. At the same time, he was anxious to establish his authority, and to make sure that his employees took him seriously. As one of the youngest men among them, he showed remarkable confidence, certain that he and only he knew what to do in the midst of this ambitious new federal experiment.17


The documents that poured into the Radical Division that fall provided an almost unlimited array of targets for Hoover’s staff. By early September the division had amassed extensive information on IWW and “anarchistic” activities, with particular attention to their respective roles in the nation’s strike wave. “Alien negro agitators” earned their own files—most notably Marcus Garvey, founder of the Universal Negro Improvement Association and a recent immigrant from Jamaica. As Flynn suggested, the division also gathered information about U.S. citizens in hopes of future prosecution under yet-to-be-created federal law. A summary report released in November warned of “a well concerted movement among a certain class of negro leaders” to promote “race consciousness” on matters such as lynching, voting rights, and social equality. The report also analyzed the rising tide of poetry, criticism, radical political writing coming out of Harlem and other major cities, much of it “defiantly assertive” on issues of race. Hoover built dossiers on dozens of organizations and individuals involved in such activities, while the Justice Department awaited new legislation.18


Many of Hoover’s characterizations in such reports utterly missed their mark, lumping together anarchists and socialists, reformers and revolutionaries, intellectuals and organizers, as violent threats to the social order. But merely gathering the information through a central mechanism was a feat of its own. At a time when few men in the federal government knew much about radical politics, Hoover’s files gave him the appearance of mastery.





IN THOSE THOUSANDS OF PAGES, one name stood out: Emma Goldman, the most famous anarchist in the nation, the woman whose ringing opposition to the draft had made her one of the Justice Department’s first wartime targets. Goldman was still in federal prison when Hoover stumbled across her case in August 1919. As he pored over the reports at the Radical Division, he noticed that Goldman was about to be released from prison—and that nobody had made any preparations for what would happen next. Under her wartime sentence, she was supposed to be deported after serving out her prison term, but there was no plan to acquire a deportation warrant. In one of his most significant early actions as head of the Radical Division, Hoover decided to take action.


The federal authorities had tried and failed to deport Goldman before, always stumbling over technicalities. Hoover plunged into her case on the assumption that this time would be different, that the new deportation law, combined with public sentiment against anarchists, would overwhelm any past hesitation. In a late August memo, he singled out Goldman as one of “the most dangerous anarchists in this country,” warning that her “return to the community” would cause “undue harm” if the Justice Department failed to act. On September 8, he dispatched an emergency wire to the federal penitentiary where Goldman was being held, begging the warden to hold her until the immigrant authorities could acquire a warrant. He gained a few days’ reprieve, enough time to arrange for Goldman to be arrested once again. “Immediately upon this subject’s release from the penitentiary she was taken into custody by the immigration authorities upon a deportation warrant,” Hoover wrote in a summary report for his new division, “with excellent prospects of her early deportation from this country.”19


At some point during this set of exchanges, Hoover seems to have made a crucial decision: he would personally take control of the evidence in Goldman’s case. On the day of her scheduled release, he sat down with the immigration commissioner to talk about assigning one of the Labor Department’s “best field agents” to Goldman “in order that there may be no flaw in the evidence.” Hoover transported that evidence to Atlanta in late September for the immigration hearing of Goldman’s ally and former lover Alexander Berkman, taking “particular precaution to see that each exhibit was introduced in whole,” as he later noted. Upon his return, he met with a group of senators to discuss deportation policy, one of his first high-level sessions on Capitol Hill. A few days later, he took the train to New York “for the purpose of going over certain phases of evidence to be used in the Goldman deportation proceedings.” While there, he dashed from appointment to appointment, meeting with private detectives downtown, poring over newspaper archives near city hall, even going off to a Bronx warehouse to locate copies of Goldman’s magazine, Mother Earth.20


Hoover’s political worldview developed and hardened in the process, transforming what had been a general anxiety into a new set of antiradical certitudes. During his trip to New York, Hoover experienced his first direct encounter with flesh-and-blood “radicals,” and his response testified to how quickly he came to view them as imminent threats to the nation. On the night Hoover arrived, Bureau agents escorted him to an opera house where some three thousand people, “mostly of foreign extraction,” had gathered to raise money for the imprisoned labor activist Tom Mooney, who had been convicted three years earlier of throwing a bomb into a military parade in San Francisco. The crowd was especially worked up because the New York police had allegedly attacked a parade in support of the Russian Revolution that very afternoon. With Hoover watching, outraged speakers denounced the attack, drumming up some three hundred dollars on behalf of “the babies who had been killed on the afternoon parade,” as Hoover wrote in a report to Palmer.


Hoover came away disgusted—not by the beatings, but by the speakers’ exaggerations and distortions of what the police had done. “As a matter of fact…, no one had been killed,” he wrote testily, “but the audience readily believed the violent statements which were made by the speakers.” He also disapproved of the crowd’s fury and unrestrained emotion, the ways that “some of the persons in the audience… became over-enthusiastic” upon hearing descriptions of the police crackdown. He expressed surprise that none of them said anything that “over-stepped the line prescribed by law”: there were no calls for bombings, assassinations, or the violent overthrow of the government. But Hoover viewed even this restraint as a sign of the speakers’ craftiness and ill intent, their desire to stay out of jail while stirring up the masses. “It is quite obvious that a law should be passed whereby the subjects advocating such methods as they did could be reached at the present time,” he concluded.21





DESPITE HOOVER’S MEMO WRITING AND file processing, despite Palmer’s grandiose promises, by October 1919 there were no deportations, the bomb plots remained unsolved, and Emma Goldman had been released on bail. If anything, the forces of “unrest” appeared to be gaining that fall, with fractious strikes erupting in the steel industry, coal mines, and even the Boston police force. The president himself had succumbed to the stress of the moment, collapsing of a stroke in early October and retreating to his White House bedroom, where he remained in isolation from the public for several months. On Capitol Hill, Senator Miles Poindexter went after Palmer, introducing a resolution in which Congress demanded to know “the reason for the failure of the Department of Justice to take legal proceedings for the arrest, punishment, and deportation” of those who “have preached anarchy and sedition.” In response, Hoover offered a display of the bureaucratic virtuosity that would become a hallmark of his career. On October 18, four days after Poindexter’s speech, Hoover reported that he was ready to act in the Goldman deportation. Later that month, he rushed back to New York to attend Goldman’s hearing, and to present the reams of evidence that his office had amassed. Of the half-dozen government lawyers in the room, Hoover was by far the most junior. But it was his evidence—carefully gathered, collated, and transported personally to the city—that defined the day’s proceedings. Goldman recalled being shocked at the sheer number of pages stacked against her. “I found the inquisitors sitting at a desk piled high with my dossier,” she later wrote. “The documents, classified, tabulated, and numbered, were passed on to me for inspection.” Her lawyer asked for a delay in proceedings in order to have time to look through the bewildering stack of material.22


So Hoover headed back to Washington, this time to reengage the long-anticipated deportation raids. For their first target, he and Palmer chose the Union of Russian Workers, an obscure anarchist group whose few thousand members hailed almost exclusively from the former Russian Empire. On October 30, three days after the Goldman hearing, Hoover confirmed that he would begin to request deportation warrants from the Labor Department. Four days later, he produced the first thirty-four affidavits against URW members, sworn statements by federal agents. By November 7, the date designated for the raid, that number increased more than tenfold, each new warrant vetted by Hoover and signed by Abercrombie, his fellow Kappa Alpha.


The raids began that night. Over several hours, federal agents and local deputies forced their way into meeting halls and private homes in eighteen cities, arresting everyone on the premises and seizing literature, banners, accounts books, weapons, and membership lists. Hoover stayed in Washington, processing and collating reports as they came in from the field. It was not a gentle operation; agents and policemen broke furniture, pushed people down stairs, and wrenched several men and women out of bed. Nor did things go wholly according to plan. Of the 1,182 men and women arrested that night, Hoover had secured warrants for only four hundred. These factors would later come back to haunt the Bureau, symbols of bureaucracy gone awry. That night, though, what stood out was everything that had not gone wrong: The secrecy had not been blown, agents had not missed their cues, bombs had not gone off.


Before dawn, Palmer claimed credit, issuing a press release boasting that the Justice Department had broken the back of a group “even more radical than the Bolsheviki.” Lest anyone miss the significance, the attorney general soon delivered a full report to Congress, in direct rebuttal to Poindexter’s accusations that Palmer had been too soft on radicals. Much of his information came from Hoover, the first time Hoover would shape a major congressional inquiry. Palmer emphasized the critical role of the Radical Division in planning for the raids, and in helping to define the extent and urgency of the anarchist threat. He then asked for the same peacetime sedition law that Hoover had contemplated in the wake of the Central Opera House gathering—something that would enable the Justice Department to cast a wider net over not only immigrants but also U.S.-born radicals.23


And at that moment he seemed likely to get it. Despite grumblings on the left, Palmer’s appeal met with near-universal enthusiasm in the major papers. “If enacted into law the government would have a powerful weapon against offenses and offenders against whom it is now helpless,” The Washington Post reported. Even the president, still largely incapacitated, wrote in to Congress with a few words of support. Just twenty-four years old, in his position for less than half a year, Hoover had already made a mark on national politics.24





AFTER PALMER’S STATEMENT, THINGS MOVED quickly. On December 5, Goldman turned herself in at Ellis Island, having exhausted her efforts to quash the deportation order. Three days later, Hoover revisited New York for another hearing on her case in federal court. News reports described “J.E. Hoover, special assistant to the attorney general” as one of “half a dozen attorneys” critical to the Goldman case, the first time his name had been mentioned in the press as a Justice Department representative. Hoover marked an even greater achievement two days later, on December 10, when Goldman’s lawyer insisted on convening once more—this time before the Supreme Court. For the rest of his life, Hoover would note proudly that he had appeared in front of the legendary Louis Brandeis, albeit as a largely silent junior attorney. In the end, it was Brandeis, with his impeccable moral authority among progressives, who sealed Goldman’s fate. On December 11, the Supreme Court ruled that Berkman should be deported immediately, while granting Goldman another week to get organized. Rather than fight the ruling and risk separation from Berkman, Goldman surrendered.25


Her acquiescence brought to fruition five months of Hoover’s work, success in the biggest case he had yet taken on. There is no mistaking his glee during the final days of preparation for her departure from the country. On December 16, he ordered up maps of Russia, Latvia, Estonia, and Finland—the better to view “the proposed vacation which a few of our anarchist friends will shortly take to Northern Russia.” The deportees would depart on the Buford, an old steel troopship that would take them as far as Finland. From there, they would make their way by land into Soviet Russia. All these plans, as one paper noted, occurred under “a thick veil of official secrecy.”26


When the veil lifted on December 20, Hoover went to New York to supervise the deportations in person. At Ellis Island, the deportees received no advance notice of their impending departure. Down at the Battery, meanwhile, an official delegation of politicians and appointed officials was already assembling for the big event. Hoover stood out for his nervous excitement, a “slender bundle of high-charged electric wire,” in the description of one congressman.


At three thirty, the deportations began. The prisoners—246 men and three women—marched single file up the gangplank onto the tug, flanked by guards with rifles and automatic pistols. On board, Hoover spoke briefly with Goldman, who declared the government’s repressive policies “the beginning of the end of the United States.” One congressman, watching the exchange, found Goldman “quite bitter against Mr. Hoover,” not least for the lack of notice about the time of deportation. Hoover ignored her complaints, wandering the Buford’s decks, corridors, and barracks until around six a.m., when the tug pulled up once again to remove anyone not bound for Finland. “Shortly after 6 o’clock,” the New York Herald reported, “splashing and rasping in the silence of the empty bay, the anchors came up to the bow, the Buford’s prow swung lazily eastward, a patch of foam slipped from the stern and 249 persons who didn’t like America left it.” For Hoover, it was a stunning public triumph, the peak moment of a year already filled with so much change, drama, and success. Though he could hardly have imagined it that cold December morning, it also marked the beginning of the end of his first Red Scare.27










CHAPTER 8 New Elements (1920)
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Headline from The Boston Globe, April 1920. Less than three years out of law school, Hoover presented himself as the federal government’s first great expert on communism.
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Hoover reveled in the praise that came his way in the wake of the Buford’s sailing, not only from Palmer, Flynn, and Abercrombie but also from the press at large. With this backing, he began to envision new raids that would bring yet more success. This time, as he and Palmer pictured it, the raids would target not a small, obscure anarchist organization but two of the country’s newest and most audacious left-wing groups: the Communist Party and the Communist Labor Party. The decision to pursue the communist parties marked a major shift in Bureau priorities. From now on, communists—not anarchists—would be the focus of the deportation effort. It also launched a new period in Hoover’s career, in which he came face-to-face with the “communist menace” that would ultimately consume so much of his professional energy.


During the November raids, Hoover had mostly been a facilitator. Other men had chosen the targets, decided the policy and the law. Now he intended to play a more active role in setting the agenda, planning the strategy, and laying out the scope of the threat. The communists were “new elements in the political life of this country,” he noted in an October 1919 memo, but who exactly were they—reformers or revolutionaries? Socialists or Bolsheviks? Americans or Russians? In December 1919, with the Buford launched and Goldman exiled, Hoover began to think through his answers to these questions.1


He initially assumed the Justice Department would have an easy rout—a repeat of the November raids, only bigger and better. As it turned out, the 1920 raids did not call forth the same near-universal praise. Instead, they produced Hoover’s first major embarrassment in the national arena. Some of his critics came from within the federal government itself, administrators and bureaucrats well positioned to weigh in on new plans for arrests, deportations, and raids. Others came from outside, lawyers and professors from such rarefied environs as the Harvard Liberal Club. What they shared was a sense that something dangerous was afoot in the Justice Department’s effort to suppress radical groups, that the United States had abandoned essential principles of due process and free speech. Today, we would refer to them as “civil libertarians,” but in 1920 that phrase—and the worldview it evoked—was just beginning to take shape.


For Hoover, the criticism that erupted in the spring of 1920 came as a genuine shock—the first time in his life, outside of the brief showdown with Poindexter, that he was forced to contend with serious disapproval. Until this point, he had always been a star, the boy who knew how to please his elders and win respect. His moments of difficulty had been private and internal, family secrets kept secret. The criticism brought out an ugly, vindictive side to Hoover’s personality—one that had always been there, perhaps, but had been controlled by a steady diet of praise and success. Rather than pause and consider what the department’s critics had to say, Hoover struck back, putting Justice agents to work digging into his critics’ backgrounds and personal foibles. His aggressive response to criticism would become a lifelong practice and ultimately a source of scandal, though nobody at the Justice Department in 1920 suggested the approach might be unbecoming of a government servant.


Ultimately, Hoover framed the backlash of 1920 not as a genuine political conflict, but as an outrageous conspiracy between the “radical elements” and their elite defenders, who were softheaded, misguided progressives duped into serving the revolutionary cause. His interpretation of events left him with a bitter sense of righteousness, the self-pitying assurance that he had been horribly wronged. At the same time, he retained the ability to learn from his surroundings and figure out new ways to get ahead. From the bitter contests of 1920 came important lessons about how to manage bureaucratic allies and enemies, about the press and its fickleness, about when to make certain actions public and keep others secret. But these were lessons learned the hard way. In 1920, for the first time in his life, Hoover failed at something he set out to do.





WHEN HOOVER WROTE THAT THE communists presented “new elements” in the nation’s political life, he meant the phrase literally. For decades, the Socialist Party had been a major force on the American left, a big-tent party flexible enough to welcome both reformers and revolutionaries. The war split the socialists just as it cleaved through so much else in American life, with those opposed to the war on one side and those who argued that the war might provide a spur for reform on the other. The Bolshevik Revolution cracked open another divide. Though most socialists supported its spirit, they argued bitterly over if, how, and when such a revolution might occur in the United States. In late August 1919, party leaders convened an emergency meeting in Chicago to work through these factional differences. After a series of walkouts, expulsions, and vicious accusations, the party split into three groups: the old Socialists, the new Communist Party, and the slightly newer Communist Labor Party of America. Federal informants reported back from the meeting that the difference between the two splinter groups was minuscule. The parties drew up almost identical platforms, calling for “the overthrow of capitalist rule and the conquest of political power by the workers,” in the words of the Communist Labor Party’s version.2


At the moment of the split, Hoover was just a month into his job at the Radical Division. He recognized from the first that his professional reputation would depend in part upon how he addressed the challenge of the new communist groups. Their membership numbers were small: a total of about forty thousand, many of them Russian-speaking immigrants. But as the parties themselves were eager to point out, numbers alone did not measure influence. Seizing upon Lenin’s example, each party positioned itself as the one true American vanguard, a small, highly mobilized band of militants destined to lead the working class into revolution. Though this was more fantasy than reality, Hoover took them at their word. From the first, he shared with the communists an interest in exaggerating their influence, and thus positioning himself as an indispensable public servant who might hold them at bay.3


His first imperative was research and surveillance, bringing the new parties into his growing collection of files. He also viewed the communist parties as excellent candidates for deportation, just the sort of unapologetic revolutionaries that the attorney general hoped to target. In mid-December, as he prepared to send the Buford off with its first batch of deportees, he composed a formal brief arguing that Communist Party members openly advocated force and violence, just like the anarchists, and were similarly deportable en masse. On Christmas Eve, he sent along a second, shorter brief showing that the Communist Labor Party was indistinguishable from its rival, that the two had separated due to interpersonal rather than ideological disputes. By the end of the year, he had become the Justice Department’s leading expert on American communism, the author of the first federal briefs ever written on the subject.4


As literary works, Hoover’s briefs bore the same tone as his arguments against Goldman and Berkman: incredulous, conspiratorial, convinced that manifestos and texts alone could provide proof of individual beliefs and guilt. The documents also showed evidence of careful research, conducted on a near-Olympian scale. Hoover spent the Christmas season familiarizing himself with some of the more extravagant texts of the American left. Many foretold the coming destruction of capitalism, though they differed widely on the question of violence. “No lives need be lost, not one drop of blood need be shed, if the working class will rally to the I.W.W. with its program of peaceful evolvement,” promised The Red Dawn, one of the books on Hoover’s reading list. Hoover sought to persuade his superiors that communists actually embraced violence, however cagey their writings might be. By virtue of joining one of the two parties, he argued, members committed themselves to the armed overthrow of the government and the capitalist system.5


To make his case, Hoover needed to establish a plausible narrative of the Bolshevik Revolution, an event still poorly understood in the West. He saw the revolution in conspiratorial terms—not as a revolt against an unjust, tyrannical czar but as a gathering of criminals intent on promoting bloodshed and murder. He went back to the works of Karl Marx, “wherein it is specifically stated that not only will the class struggle manifest itself on the industrial field but that it will also direct its energies towards struggle for Government control and for the capture and destruction of the capitalist state,” as he wrote in one brief. American communists he presented the same way, as individuals actively plotting the violent overthrow of the U.S. government. Hoover saw little distinction between the social theories of a nineteenth-century German philosopher, the actions of an embattled Russian revolutionary government, and the moment-to-moment proclivities of American radicals. All were part of the same criminal plot.6


Hoover’s studying and writing had a single aim: the deportation of foreign-born communists in another spectacular round of raids. Through the Radical Division’s informants, Hoover had gained access to a hodgepodge of party membership and subscription lists, supplemented by public statements and local agent reports. From these, he compiled his own lists of foreign-born alleged communists to be targeted during the next campaign. On December 22, Hoover sent the Labor Department a breakdown of the warrants needed for each major city, with more than two thousand all told. Over the next several days, the number ballooned to some three thousand, more than ten times the number of people deported on the Buford. Hoover maintained that “the interests of the country and the investigations made by this office demand immediate attention,” and requested that all warrants be issued by December 27.7


That left the Labor Department just five days—including Christmas Eve and Christmas—to complete a gargantuan task. In order for the raids to be carried out, the Secretary of Labor would have to rule on whether or not the two organizations fit within the limits of deportation law. Hoover also requested a review of what was known as Rule 22, an internal Labor Department policy allowing anyone arrested on deportation charges to consult with a lawyer. During the November raids, Hoover had discovered that lawyers usually advised their clients not to disclose their place of birth, political ideas, or organizational affiliations, a practice known as the “talk strike.” For this next round, he hoped to avoid that problem by interviewing prisoners before they consulted with their lawyers—a small but significant change in the wording of Rule 22.8


Coming from a twenty-four-year-old assistant to the attorney general, these were astonishing requests: Hoover wanted an unprecedented number of warrants, targeting two entirely new organizations, along with a major revision of Labor Department policy, and he wanted it all done in a matter of days. What made him think it all might be possible may have been the fact that John Abercrombie, his Kappa Alpha brother, was still in charge at Labor. On December 27, after consulting with his superiors, Abercrombie spent the day signing the three-thousand-plus arrest warrants requested by Hoover. A few days later, he quietly changed the department’s policy on legal counsel, instructing agents to mention the possibility of a lawyer not at the start of a hearing, but “as soon as such hearing has proceeded sufficiently in the development of the facts to protect the Government interests.” Hoover got everything he had asked for, a vote of confidence in his ability to pull off the impossible. And so, on the day after his twenty-fifth birthday, with the full backing of his superiors at the Justice and Labor Departments, he set out to commit the greatest blunder of his young life.9





THE RAIDS OF JANUARY 2 are one of the most mythologized events of their age—a symbol of government abuse and lawless policing, of mindless hysteria and blind repression. So it is worth clearing up a few misconceptions. The first is the idea that the government swept up mainly innocent, apolitical naïfs during the raids, befuddled immigrants who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. There were some cases of mistaken arrests and mistaken identities. But most of those arrested were indeed “radicals,” enmeshed in a world of impassioned anti-capitalist agitation. Their revolutionary leanings do not mean that they deserved what happened to them; there were countless cases of brutality and incompetence, abuse of due process, and sheer ignorance of the law. It does mean, however, that the raids hit their intended targets. Just four months after their founding, the communist parties found themselves under siege by the federal government, the beginning of a wrenching struggle that would last for decades.


The second important myth—one propagated by Hoover himself, once the tide of public opinion turned against him—is that Palmer was the driving force behind the raids, while Hoover was merely the cautious, obedient subordinate. This had been true during the November raids. By December, though, Hoover was indisputably in charge of coordinating the operation, even as Palmer remained the boss and figurehead. “On the evening of the arrests, this office will be open the entire night, and I desire that you communicate by long distance to Mr. Hoover any matters of vital importance or interest which may arise during the course of the arrests,” a leading Bureau official wrote on December 27. Hoover would occupy similar positions many times in the future—seated at his desk in Washington, hundreds of miles away from the drama in the field, but still overseeing the flow of events. In late 1919, he was not yet the boss but he was one of the central figures: selecting the targets, managing the warrants, keeping the lists.10


The final misconception is that the raids provoked an immediate backlash, as if the injustice of an ever-expanding campaign against noncitizens, with limited legal representation, was self-evident to Americans from the start. In truth, it took almost two months for the backlash to build, and it was bureaucratic resistance, not public outrage, that finally brought an end to what one key player described as “the deportations delirium.” At first, nearly everyone—at Justice, at Labor, in the newspapers—supported the idea of mass deportation, and they thought for many weeks that Hoover had made another brilliant success.11


On Friday, January 2, Hoover arrived at the Justice Department bundled in his winter gear and prepared to stay the night. “There will be made this evening throughout the entire country arrests totaling over 3,000 of persons charged with being communists who will be held for deportation,” he wrote in a confidential memo, brimming with excitement. The raids were scheduled for nine o’clock, but that was just the beginning. Throughout the night, there would be questions from agents, new demands for warrants, and—if all went well—arrest reports from the field. Friday was a regular communist meeting night, and the Bureau had instructed its employees to “arrange with your under-cover informants to have meetings of the Communist Party and Communist Labor Party held on the night set.”12


Around nine p.m., local police and federal agents began banging on doors in New York, Philadelphia, Detroit, and dozens of other cities. Hoover later admitted that there were “clear cases of brutality” and that many arrested were not necessarily party members. That night, however, he was pleased with what he learned. Agents had been instructed to look for anything that might help document the parties’ inner workings: “All literature, books, papers, and anything hanging on the walls should be gathered up; the ceilings and partitions should be sounded for hiding places.” But it was the numbers that really mattered. Arrest counts poured in from the field: 82 in Buffalo, 76 in Saint Louis, 90 in Trenton. Agents lacked warrants in hundreds of individual cases; in Saint Louis alone, fully 42 of the 76 people arrested had been seized without warrants. But warrantless arrests had been expected, and Hoover had the machinery in place to address the problem. Throughout the night and into the next day he cabled request after request to the Labor Department, where officials had promised to release “telegraphic warrants” on demand.13


Even for a man as meticulous as Hoover, the sheer scale of the effort made firm numbers hard to come by. In overnight reports to the press, the Justice Department estimated that more than fifteen hundred “alleged radicals” had been arrested, with “twice that number” expected before dawn. Historians now suspect the number may have been higher, with as many as seventy-three hundred arrests. The exact number will likely never be known and is somewhat beside the point. What is indisputable, as the Associated Press noted, is that Hoover helped to pull off “the greatest round-up of radicals in the nation’s history.”14





NEWSPAPERS RECOGNIZED THE ACHIEVEMENT. “IF some or any of us… have ever questioned the alacrity, resolute will, and fruitful, intelligent vigor of the Department of Justice in hunting down those enemies of the United States,” The New York Times declared on January 5, “the questioners and doubters have now cause to approve and applaud.” And while Palmer received the lion’s share of credit, Hoover increasingly earned mention by name. “Mr. Hoover made a thorough investigation of the principles and manifestos of the two parties,” the World reported, “and submitted many exhibits of the literature and propaganda on which the claims of law violations are based.” In just a few months, he had moved from obscurity to public notice, from relative ignorance to acknowledged expertise.15


Within the federal bureaucracy, Hoover found himself accorded a new level of deference. As recently as December, he had been a junior player at the Goldman and Berkman hearings. Now he was anointed to make the government’s case against its communist defendants. In mid-January, when Labor Secretary Wilson decided to review the Communist Party’s status under deportation laws, it was Hoover who represented the Justice Department. At the hearing, Hoover denounced the party as “an integral part of an international conspiracy,” firing off quotes from Communist Party publications calling for “destruction,” “annihilation,” and “violence.” The communists sent four lawyers to defend them, all experienced men from big cities like Chicago, New York, and Boston. The debate came down to the meaning of words, with the communists’ attorneys contending that references to “force” were simply metaphors, while Hoover insisted that the words meant just what they said. Within forty-eight hours, Labor Secretary Wilson sided with Hoover.


Palmer seized upon this decision as a personal victory, a sign that he had been right to launch his crusade and to put so much faith in his young assistant. He rewarded Hoover with a raise, this time from three thousand to four thousand dollars per year. As the praise continued to roll in, Hoover believed he had hit upon a magic formula, one that might be endlessly repeated. “The raids… certainly met with unusual success,” he wrote in a late February memo, boasting that they had been “conducted so far as I know with no adverse criticism.” As it turned out, he simply wasn’t paying attention.16





THERE HAD BEEN HINTS ALL along, small bursts of resistance that to a more experienced man might have signaled the greater eruption to come. As early as January 12, just ten days after the communist raids, Pennsylvania U.S. attorney Francis Fisher Kane resigned in protest. The following day, a group of lawyers in Boston filed habeas corpus proceedings on behalf of prisoners being held at Deer Island, just off the New England coast. Conditions on the island were abysmal, with six hundred men jammed into barracks planned for three hundred, with no heat and dwindling food. One man had already committed suicide, and at least two more were sick with pneumonia. Still others had arrived humiliated, having been frog-marched in chains and handcuffs through the streets of Boston while bystanders showered them with trash and spit. Things were little better in places like Ellis Island, where hundreds of men were forced to sleep on steel slabs without mattresses. In Detroit, eight hundred prisoners had been stuffed into a windowless corridor with only one working bathroom and no beds.17


Hoover privately acknowledged that “unsanitary conditions and much congestion” racked the facilities where potential deportees waited. But he failed to see how the Justice Department could be at fault. Running the detention facilities was a problem for the Labor Department, not the Justice Department, he insisted. Overconfident and blind to political consequences that would hurt him over the next several months, he also failed to account for his comfort with paper rather than people. Understanding communism was, for Hoover, a matter of reading texts and writing memos. His bookish approach had gotten him far with the Justice Department, but it did not prepare him well for the political fight to come. In early March, Abercrombie decided to leave Washington to run for the Senate from Alabama. With that, Hoover lost his most important ally at the Labor Department, and the delicate bureaucratic machinery he had built for Palmer began to collapse.18


The man in line behind Abercrombie was Louis Post, the assistant secretary of labor and an official with whom, until 1920, Hoover had maintained relatively congenial relations. Post styled himself a workingman’s bureaucrat, an intellectual and reformer who had spent his life advocating egalitarian policies such as women’s suffrage and the single tax. His leftist proclivities might have signaled some sort of impassable difference with Hoover, but until 1920 the two men had been remarkably cooperative. From his position at Labor, Post had approved Goldman’s deportation warrant. He had also participated in some of the critical meetings in which the communist raids had been planned. Looking back, Post claimed that he had always felt the raids were “oppressive, unlawful and un-American.” It was not until early March, though, that he showed any overt sign of discontent. With Secretary Wilson gone on sick leave, and with Abercrombie now off to campaign, Post effectively became the top man at Labor.19


What followed was a case study in bureaucratic politics, in the ability of a man positioned in the right place at the right time to exercise power far beyond his job description. Post had been listening for months to complaints from his left-leaning friends, who warned that the federal government had crossed the line into tyranny. Now, suddenly elevated to a key position, he decided to put a stop to the Justice Department’s arbitrary exercise of power. The mechanism he chose was laughably simple. Rather than process Hoover’s deportation cases en masse, in the spring of 1920 Post began to review each case individually, applying his own standard. First, he required evidence that any given Communist or Communist Labor Party member actually knew what was written in the party’s manifesto. Second, he required that the member truly believed it. Like Hoover’s change to Rule 22, these were legalistic tweaks, but ones with powerful implications. Under Post’s standard, each person would have to be judged as an independent thinker, with his or her own ambivalences and distinct interpretations of the revolutionary cause.


Hoover found this approach preposterous, arguing that the law “does not require that the alien who is a member of such organization… also actually believe in the principles advocated by the organization.” But neither he nor Palmer could do much to stop it. Over the next few weeks, Post proceeded to dismiss cases he viewed as having insufficient evidence for deportation. Meanwhile, others were beginning to protest the raids and pursue relief in the courts. In early April, Hoover rushed to Boston, where an alarmed federal judge had agreed to hear the case of the men imprisoned on Deer Island. The local press welcomed Hoover as one of Palmer’s rising stars, despite his “extreme youth” and “boyish looks.” But once in the courtroom, Hoover discovered that his growing reputation counted for little without a sympathetic ear at the bench. Lawyers from the Harvard Liberal Club—including future Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter—depicted their clients as innocents swept up in a government vendetta. The judge seemed to share their perspective, badgering subpoenaed Bureau agents, scoffing openly at the government’s botched warrant process. Hoover said little during the hearings, outside of some whispered counsel to the U.S. attorney. After a few days of misery, with the hearing still underway, he boarded the train back to Washington.20


What Hoover experienced upon his return would stay with him for years. On April 9, Post released a scorching public statement denouncing the raids and exposing the details of what he had witnessed from the inside. He declared the raids the shame of the nation, “drastic proceedings on flimsy proof to deport aliens who are not conspiring against our laws, and do not intend to.” Despite the vast number of cases sent his way, Post charged, he had run across only a handful of men and women who posed any danger to society. “As a rule the hearings show the aliens arrested to be working men of good character,” he declared. Post’s words reflected the human sympathy missing from Hoover’s late nights checking lists, reading manifestos, and assembling affidavits. “It is pitiful to consider the hardship to which they and their families have been subjected,” Post mourned, all “for nothing more dangerous than affiliating with friends of their own race, country and language.”21





ANOTHER MAN MIGHT HAVE LISTENED to what Post said, taking a moment to reflect upon his own actions and examine what it meant to introduce mass raids—indeed, an entire new system of political surveillance—into the peacetime body politic. Hoover had been trained throughout high school and college to do just that: to respond with discipline, fortitude, clear analysis, and good sportsmanship to the many challenges that life was bound to present. Instead he viewed Post’s challenge as a personal affront, to be crushed as swiftly and firmly as possible. For the first time, Hoover helped to mobilize federal agents to gather intelligence on his critics, a practice that would later become routine at his Bureau. He also withdrew bureaucratic support from the Labor Department, the beginning of a lifelong practice of rescinding cooperation from other institutions at moments of conflict—and a lifelong effort to distance himself from the Palmer Raids. Almost immediately, men at Labor began to note that Hoover seemed to be available only for “brief, hurried conferences.” Even then, the young man who had once supplied such endless lists and elaborate statistical rundowns suddenly seemed to have little to offer.22


Palmer had declared his candidacy for the Democratic presidential nomination on March 1, so Post’s attack posed a political as well as a bureaucratic problem. On April 14, Palmer took the case straight to President Wilson in the first cabinet meeting convened in more than seven months. Wilson was out of bed, but barely, his jaw still drooping from the stroke, too weak to stand when other men entered the room. Despite the president’s fragile state, the meeting soon devolved into a shouting match between Palmer and the secretary of labor, who had also returned to Washington and, like Palmer, had decided to dig in his heels in support of his subordinate. According to the diary of one cabinet official, the president had little to say on the matter, beyond a single sphinxlike sentence, in which he “told Palmer not to let the country see red.”23


What did Wilson mean by those cryptic instructions? Did the president intend to restrain Palmer, to instruct his attorney general that enough was, at last, enough? Or was it a gesture of support, a plea to prevent the rise of Bolshevism and its attendant ills? Whatever the president intended, he had little capacity to impose his will. Later that afternoon, speaking with reporters, Palmer denounced the latest rail strike as a harbinger of revolution. “Some people thought in January when I made my statement about the ‘Red’ activities and began the raids that I was seeing red,” he noted, perhaps in a nod to the president. “I have no earthly doubt that the same sort of a thing which has happened to the railroads is being planned for other industries.” The following day, in a gesture of support for Palmer, a Kansas congressman introduced a resolution of impeachment against Post. Then, taking Post’s side, Secretary of Labor Wilson decided to consider the case of the Communist Labor Party, and to render a new ruling about whether its members ought to be deported.24


This hearing convened on April 24 in a bland Labor conference room not much different from the one where Hoover had pleaded his case in January. Called upon to deliver opening remarks, Hoover took his by-now standard approach, throwing down a stack of “voluminous communist literature,” in the words of the Associated Press, then plunging into a recitation of outlandish revolutionary quotes. This time, however, the men in the room were less inclined to be patient. Hoover had barely stopped speaking before the communists’ lawyer hit back with questions about the Justice Department’s own activities: How many informants were in the party? What role did they play in setting up the meetings for the night of January 2? He accused Hoover of deliberately stretching the law and violating the First Amendment, and cited by name at least one party member alleged to be a Bureau informant. Hoover seems to have been unprepared for the attack. “The man who will say that… has uttered a deliberate and malicious falsehood, and the man who makes such a statement is a liar,” he burst out, using at least one “ugly word,” according to newspaper reports. For a young lawyer schooled in the virtues of self-control, this was a rare display of public emotion, and a sign of how quickly principle could fall away under pressure. Far from redeeming his cause, Hoover’s breakdown at the Labor hearings seemed to suggest that the raiding effort was out of control.25


That impression only increased over the next few days, as Palmer attempted—and failed—to regain mastery of the situation. In late April, he issued warnings of a violent conspiracy that would dwarf the bombings of 1919 and lead to a full-blown uprising on May Day, 1920. When the day arrived, he barricaded himself in his office, protected by four bodyguards, while the capital police fanned out in a security lockdown “unequalled in the history of Washington.” In New York, thousands of police officers went on high alert, assigned to protect banks, government buildings, and prominent men. Then nothing happened. “Palmer’s Riot Predictions Fail,” noted one paper. “Nobody Murdered Yet.”26


And then Louis Post was back yet again, this time to testify in front of Congress, a full three hours on May 7 and another five hours on May 8. Post was a remarkable spokesman in his own defense, in full command of the technocratic and legal details, able to laugh and tell jokes where Hoover had only been able to level accusations and throw fits. Hoover was there for all eight bitter hours, watching and taking notes as Post systematically picked apart the deportation system. Post openly disagreed with Hoover’s legal strategies, describing the entire raiding campaign as a violation of due process. Where he differed from Hoover most fundamentally, however, was in his view of the men being held for deportation. To Hoover, they had always been abstractions, names and numbers on a list, all one and the same in their political sentiments. To Post, they were human beings—“simple-minded, hard-working men, who have joined an organization that they thought was legitimate, and did not know it was illegitimate until they got arrested in the raids.” Far from being revolutionary communists, Post alleged, most were simply befuddled immigrants who showed up in the wrong place at the wrong time.27


Neither Post nor Hoover got it quite right. As Hoover insisted, many party members were genuine revolutionaries, inspired and transformed by the Bolshevik example (if nowhere near being able to replicate it). At the same time, the parties were small and weak and highly factionalized—hardly an immediate danger, as Post pointed out. Many committee members entered the hearing room suspicious of Post’s claims but came away convinced that he had a point. Hoover found the episode thoroughly discouraging, especially since Post blamed the Justice Department for nearly everything that had gone wrong since the January raids. “I was present during the entire time that he was before the committee,” Hoover wrote in a memo to Palmer, “and the charges made by him, as well as the innuendo given by him could lead one to but one conclusion, namely that the Department of Justice had broken all rules of law in its activities against the Reds.”28





WITH THAT, HOOVER BEGAN TO turn his attention to assessing the damage. He spent a gloomy few weeks running the numbers, composing memo after memo showing how Post had let bona fide communists slip away. The count looked dismal: of the 6,350 deportation cases sent to immigration authorities by late April, the Labor Department had ordered 762 deportations, but had canceled 1,293 warrants, with the rest of the cases still pending. Only 263 men and women had actually been deported thus far, the vast majority on the Buford, alongside Emma Goldman.29


With Palmer’s approval, Hoover tried to get out of the deportation business, instructing agents to slough off the “weak cases” and make sure the others were “speedily disposed.” But new problems continued to pop up. In early May, Hoover learned that a group called the National Popular Government League planned to issue a report denouncing the Justice Department. “The issue is, shall the spy system be set up in America? Shall the Government respect the law?” read the group’s promotional materials. Hoover recognized the handiwork of the same lawyers who had gone after him in Boston—the Harvard liberals—and he decided to use the investigative bureaucracy under his control to gather information about his critics. In May, he launched “a discreet and thorough investigation” of the organization and its major figures, including Harvard law professors Felix Frankfurter and Zechariah Chafee. A wealth of details came in, from his adversaries’ weight and height (“45 years old; about 5 feet, 9 inches tall… dark complexion, hair and eyes; clean shaven and careless of dress”) to their reputation and character (“below the average in physical energy and endurance, judgment, common sense, attention to duty, professional knowledge, leadership, force, initiative, military neatness and bearing”). Hoover even sent agents to steal documents from the National Civil Liberties Bureau, soon to be renamed the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), fast emerging as one of the country’s most influential voices on issues of free speech and constitutional rights.30


Before he could sort out what to do with all this material, Congress invited Palmer to testify on Capitol Hill, so Hoover switched his attention to preparing his boss for the occasion. In late May, Hoover composed a strategy memo for the hearing, advising Palmer to make nice with the committee but not to “mince words” about Post. “Tell the committee and the country the real story of the Red menace,” he suggested, and of “the efforts of the Department of Justice to specifically curb the spread of Bolshevism.” In Hoover’s view that “story” was a tale of a virtuous government crusade brought down by a conspiracy between intellectuals, lawyers, and radicals.31


Palmer followed Hoover’s script. On June 1, the attorney general took his seat before the judiciary committee and launched into 209 pages of testimony and exhibits, including a lengthy statement prepared by the Radical Division. Hoover sat at Palmer’s side the whole time, the fidgety son beside the gray-haired rock of a father. He spoke just six words over the course of Palmer’s two-day appearance: “No, sir; it has not,” and then, much later, “Yes.” But his imprint was everywhere—in the words Palmer uttered, in the exhibits submitted for review, and in the policies under scrutiny.


Most of all, it was there in the attorney general’s righteous claim that the good men of the Justice Department had done their best, only to be betrayed by “our so-called ‘liberal’ press” and its allies within the courts and government. “I wish you to understand that the body of these people is the favorable culture into which the revolutionary agitators place their germs of social treason,” Palmer said, “and that it is here they grow most rapidly and from here that they are able to do a great deal of damage.” Hoover would hold on to that conviction for the rest of his life: the Bolshevist menace was still out there, preparing to come back stronger than ever. In the spring of 1920, however, Congress no longer seemed especially alarmed. Soon after Palmer’s testimony, they quietly shuffled off to recess, without declaring either Palmer or Post the victor.32





FOR A MAN UNDER SO much scrutiny, Palmer did surprisingly well at the Democratic convention a few weeks later, a contender until the thirty-ninth ballot. Hoover followed his boss out to San Francisco for the convention, but later claimed he had spent only a few hours there, glancing in at the red-white-and-blue bunting before departing to visit local Bureau field offices. Within a few weeks of arriving home, Hoover found his trip under question by a congressional committee investigating Palmer’s alleged use of government funds and Justice Department staff to support his presidential campaign. Hoover denied any wrongdoing. “I was engaged wholly in conference with officials of the department on strictly departmental work in connection with the investigation of Red activities while in the West and in San Francisco,” he told The New York Times. But even that work was fast losing its currency. Thanks to postwar budget cuts, Hoover spent the summer of 1920 pruning back rather than expanding his work for the first time since taking over the Radical Division. Hoping to distance himself from the recent scandals, he also adopted a bland new name for his organization, to be known thereafter as the General Intelligence Division.33


For a moment that fall, Hoover briefly thought his fortunes might be reversed once again. On September 16, 1920, a bomb exploded on Wall Street, killing thirty-eight bystanders and reviving calls for “drastic action with relation to the deportations of alien criminal anarchists,” in Palmer’s words. But even such a horrific crime—the deadliest terrorist bombing the country had yet seen—failed to shift the political equation. Hoover helped to supervise the federal inquiry, to no avail. Like the earlier bombings, the Wall Street explosion went unsolved. By early 1921, even Palmer was no longer in a forgiving mood. Called to testify before a Senate committee, he named Hoover as the man most responsible for planning the deportation raids—and, by implication, for screwing them up. “If you would like to ask Mr. Hoover, who was in charge of this matter, he can tell you,” Palmer told the senators when queried about what had gone wrong, and Hoover was forced to answer their questions about why lawyers had been banned from the interrogation rooms and about the lack of immigration warrants. The hearings trailed off inconclusively on March 3, Palmer’s last full day in office, but the record was now clear. Though he would spend the rest of his career attempting to distance himself from the fact, Hoover had been “in charge” of one of the most disastrous, most criticized, and worst-run operations ever undertaken by the Department of Justice.34










CHAPTER 9 No. 2 (1921–1924)
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Hoover in 1924. During the early 1920s, despite serious missteps, he developed a reputation as a good-government reformer in the midst of Justice Department corruption scandals.


NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION





In the winter of 1921, as Palmer and Wilson slunk from office, Hoover encountered another challenge: the White House was changing hands, and a new group of men was coming to power. The last time this happened, Hoover had been in high school. Now, eight years later, he had made good on his Central High ambitions, but it looked as if his once-promising career might be coming to an end. As a Washington native—therefore a nonvoter—he claimed no party allegiance. Informally, though, he appeared to be identified with Palmer and the Democrats, and with their most spectacular missteps. Hence the problem. In 1921, Republican Warren Harding was moving into the White House, prepared to make a clean sweep of federal appointments after eight years of Democratic rule.


Hoover’s family life—difficult even at the best of times—only compounded his worries. As winter wore on, his father could no longer muster the energy to eat or drink. On March 30, less than a month after Hoover’s congressional testimony, Dickerson died at home on Seward Square. Hoover provided the family details for the death certificate: Dickerson was sixty-four years, four months, and nine days old, the eldest son of John Thomas and Cecilia Naylor Hoover. The doctor listed the cause of death as “melancholia,” with a secondary diagnosis of “inanition,” or exhaustion of the will. The family laid Dickerson’s body to rest in Congressional Cemetery next to little Sadie, apparently without a public funeral. To the end, Hoover seems to have viewed his father as an embarrassment, a failed man unable to live up to prevailing ideals of virtue and success. In the spring of 1921, he faced the disturbing possibility that he might be a failure too.1


What happened instead must be seen as a testament to both his personal resolve and his professional adaptability. Even as his superiors in the Justice Department departed, even as his father slipped away, Hoover decided to stay on and fight for his career. But remaining in government proved to be no easy task. During the Harding years, Hoover was forced to rebuild his political network almost from scratch, ingratiating himself with a new generation of Republican politicians and officials. These friends, in turn, produced their own scandals and problems. By all accounts—Hoover’s included—the period between 1921 and 1924 ranked as the most chaotic, dishonest, and disgraceful in the history of the Justice Department. During these years, as the focus on radicalism receded, Justice became known as the “Department of Easy Virtue,” where poker games, whiskey peddling, and the baldest forms of graft prevailed. Trying to put the ignominy of the deportation raids behind him, Hoover found himself negotiating back-office patronage and political rivalry, struggling against the odds to save not only his job, but his career.2


He learned a great deal during the Harding years, as formative in their own way as his time at Central, GW, and the Wilson-era Justice Department. Those earlier experiences had taught him about ambition and discipline, bureaucracy and leadership, race and radicalism. But none had forced him to confront the seamier side of Washington life, the wheeling and dealing that made up the raw stuff of political power. Hoover began to discover that aspect of government in 1921, under the tutelage of men who had come of age in the infamous Ohio political machine. If he harbored certain qualms about their behavior, as he later claimed, he never registered an objection powerful enough to imperil his job. Instead, he survived by adapting his principles and strategies to new circumstances, trying to please the men above him and control the men below.





HARDING’S INAUGURATION ON MARCH 4 lifted the pall that had hung over Washington since Wilson’s stroke. A tall, square-jawed man with dark eyebrows and a full head of dignified gray hair, Harding was known for looking presidential, and he did his best to keep up appearances. Policy was not his strong suit. He enjoyed meeting the public and making ordinary citizens feel appreciated; for a few minutes before lunch each day, anyone could come to the White House and shake the president’s hand. In contrast to Wilson’s self-serious passion, Harding brought a cheerful demeanor to the White House. With it came some of the less savory traditions he had acquired through a lifetime in Ohio politics.


Prohibition had taken effect nationwide in early 1920, a grand experiment in enforcing virtue through law. At the White House, though, alcohol continued to flow freely. “The study was filled with cronies,” recalled Washington doyenne Alice Roosevelt Longworth, whose wedding had so fascinated Hoover as a boy. “Trays with bottles containing every imaginable brand of whiskey stood about, cards and poker chips ready at hand—a general atmosphere of waistcoats unbuttoned, feet on the desk, and spittoons alongside.” The party often continued in the “Little House on H Street” owned by Harding’s friend, millionaire playboy and Washington Post publisher Ned McLean (who was in turn given a “complimentary” appointment as a Bureau agent). The stories of what went on in there, as well as in a “Little Green House on K Street,” would later spark national outrage: truckloads of liquor delivered straight from federal storehouses, poker games running late into the night, judgeships and pardons auctioned off to the highest bidder. During the election, though, millions of people thought that Harding was just what the nation needed, a dose of “normalcy” after the anguish and strain of the war, the Red Scare, the strikes, and the flu pandemic.3


Hoover remained cautious, watching and waiting to see what the new attorney general, Harding’s friend and campaign manager, Harry Daugherty, might have in mind. Ohio-born and bred, Daugherty styled himself a big-city dandy. His signature look was a formfitting three-piece suit with a pearl stickpin in the necktie. At age sixty-one, he had started to overflow that getup, with fleshy folds of skin settling around his collar. His hair was thinning and his paunch was growing, and many people said there was something shifty about his looks—an impression perhaps inspired by his one blue eye and one brown eye, perhaps from deeper knowledge of his political practices. He exuded the confidence of a man who usually got his way. “I felt that he lived by a code of his own,” the journalist Mark Sullivan wrote years later. “If this code did not happen to be identical with the world’s conventions, so much the worse for the world’s conventions.”


Daugherty’s insouciance extended to his personal life—and here Hoover may have found the attorney general’s example intriguing. Though technically still married, Daugherty lived, worked, and traveled in the near-constant company of a man named Jess Smith, an Ohio dress salesman eleven years his junior. Smith operated as something like Daugherty’s personal assistant—“a secretary, greeter, go-between, valet, odd-job man, and foil,” in the summary of one historian. It was clear to most acquaintances, though, that their relationship went beyond official business. Back in Ohio they regularly spent days together in a run-down cabin out in the woods, their “bachelor’s shack.” In Washington, they took up the social roles usually reserved for spouses. When Daugherty went to the White House for dinner, or out on a yacht with the president, Smith was invariably at his side. For a time, they even lived together, first at the H Street house, later at a suite in the tony Wardman Park Hotel. Washington society seemed to accept their partnership. Smith’s ex-wife described Daugherty as her ex-husband’s “intimate friend.” Newspapers chose similar words: Smith was Daugherty’s “intimate associate” or “constant companion.” Hoover’s own relationships would eventually be described the same way, reflecting some of the same characteristics.
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